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ABSTRACT
Simmons, Lamont D. Ed.D. The University of Memphis. August/2013.
Navigating the Path toward Graduation: A Qualitative Case Study of African American
Male Persistence at a Predominantly White Institution. Major Professor: Jeffery L.
Wilson, Ph.D.
While higher education personnel continue to be challenged in fostering student
persistence, they are especially perplexed with how to promote higher persistence and
retention rates among African American men. The purpose of this qualitative research
study was to understand how African American male undergraduate students persist at a
predominantly white institution. Interactionalist Theory and the Conceptual Model of
Black Student Attrition were helpful in framing this study.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted to understand how 11 African
American men persist in higher education. The critical incident technique was used to
learn about obstacles these men encounter in their educational paths. Data analysis
produced these seven themes: (1) Exposure to a rigorous high school curriculum, (2)
Encouragement or inspiration is essential, (3) Having a sense of motivation, (4)
Educational aspirations beyond a bachelor’s degree, (5) Involvement in campus-based
organizations, (6) Connecting with minority faculty and staff, and (7) Determined to
overcome obstacles.
The study serves as a reference for higher education administrators, faculty, and
staff with an interest in promoting African American men to persist in higher education.
The study can also aid parents and young African American males with aspirations to
attend college; equipping them with tools for being successful in higher education
environments.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
College student persistence has long been an area of interest in higher education.
The topic has garnered considerable attention from administrators, researchers, and
policymakers since the mid-1970s (Tinto, 2006-2007). In the present era of institutional
accountability, retaining college students and fostering their persistence has emerged as
important for all of higher education (Flowers, 2004-2005). Despite this importance,
institutions struggle to retain a significant portion of their students toward graduation.
This reality can be seen from a recent estimate showing that from 1989-2009, 50.1 % and
50.9 % of undergraduate students who entered baccalaureate institutions had earned a
bachelor’s degree (ACT, Inc., 2009). The reported estimate range is consistent with
Museus and Quaye’s (2009) contention that more than half of all students who enter
higher education depart their institutions prematurely. While this estimate is useful for
understanding the scope of degree attainment for undergraduate students, it does not
portray the trajectories that persisting students take to earn a college degree.
The retention literature is replete with research information on undergraduate
student persistence. Much of this information centers on persistence as a longitudinal
process illustrating the different trajectories that students take to earn a bachelor’s degree
(Nora, Barlow, & Crisp, 2005; Tinto, 1993). These trajectories are best understood when
examining them from the frame of student persistence, which broadly illustrates a
student’s desire to remain enrolled in college until graduation. While this definition
seems basic, measuring persistence is rather complex, and depends on both the variability
in student enrollment patterns, as well as the context of the institution. Less understood
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is how varying enrollment patterns contribute to the complexity of measuring persistence.
For an infinite number of reasons, students may enroll at an institution for a given length
of time, and then either dropout prior to degree completion, or transfer to a different
institution. Although this dichotomous outcome appears to be a straightforward measure
of persistence, it is rather complex due to the variation in student enrollment trends
(Hagedorn, 2005).
Even though the higher education institution itself is central to examining student
persistence, it also complicates how persistence is measured. This is largely because of
the absence of research studies that systematically explore how institutions affect student
trajectories toward a college degree. Over the course of decades, research studies have
examined the factors of student persistence within an array of institutional contexts; in
which the majority of these studies have been framed through a number of conceptual
frameworks (Titus, 2004). In some ways, these prevailing frameworks have allowed
researchers to contextualize findings and report in the literature the different ways to
examine student persistence. This demonstrates the utility for institutions to glean the
literature for findings on student persistence, as the expressed findings might inform
colleges and universities on practices that retain more of their enrolled students (Tinto,
1993).
Sadly, much of the literature has yet to offer a solid model of persistence that
might guide higher education institutions and practitioners to ensure retention and
academic success (Tinto, 2005a). This evidences how past retention research has yet to
“translate its many findings into forms that would guide institutional action” (Tinto,
2005a, p. ix) toward improving college graduation outcomes. In the same vein, the extant
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literature would serve useless for determining best practices for retaining specific groups
in higher education. This is notably the case for African American students. Flowers
(2004-2005) contended that existing scholarship that analyzes and synthesizes the paths
of African American student persistence is lacking. For this particular instance, the
absence of critical scholarship inhibits higher education institutions from gleaning
information that reveals essential practices for fostering African American student
persistence. Consequently, institutions will likely observe higher increases in early
dropout among these students (Flowers, 2004-2005).
Flowers (2004-2005) articulated the need to address low retention and graduation
among African American students. Attrition rates are high for many enrolled African
American students, meaning that a significant proportion of these students drop out of
college within six years from four-year institutions. Across all institutions, the
graduation rates for African American students are lower than the rates for Caucasian
students. In 2007, the six-year college graduation rate for African Americans was 44%,
compared to 63% of Caucasian students (“Here is Good News,” 2007/2008). While these
data for African American students are depressing, more dismal is the low degree
completion rates among African American men in American higher education (Harper,
2012). This particular problem inspired this study, which seeks to understand how
African American men persist toward a bachelor’s degree.
Background and Context
There has been substantial discussion in recent years on the status and plight of
African American male students in higher education. Much of the relevant discourse
centers on enrollment and graduation disparities between these men and their ethnic and
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gender counterparts. Data from 2011 showed that African American men comprised
12% of the total college student population in the United States. In comparison,
Caucasian men comprised approximately 62% of the total college student population
(U.S. Department of Education, 2011). The college enrollment gap is wider between
African American men and African American women. Harper (2006) pointed out that
African American men comprised only 35.8% of the total African American student
enrollment, illustrating a gender disparity among African American college students.
Even with these large discrepancies, the higher education community is encouraged by
the fact that African American male enrollment increased by 43% between 1990 and
2007 (Almanac of Higher Education, 2009).
While African American male enrollment was on the rise, educational data show
evidence of a downward trend in their college graduation rates (Guiffrida, 2003; U.S.
Department of Education, 2009). Kimbrough and Harper (2006), for instance, reported
that 33.8% of these enrolled African American men earned bachelor’s degrees in 2000.
More disturbing is that these men lag in degree attainment behind their gender and ethnic
counterparts. In 2001, nearly 35% of matriculated African American men graduated
from college within six years. In comparison, 46.2% of African American women, and
57.3% of Caucasian men graduated from college during the same period (U.S.
Department of Education, 2009).
Despite these figures, research data suggest that colleges and universities are
working to improve persistence and graduation outcomes for African American men
(DeSousa, 2001). This is particularly evident from recent years, given that African
American men “have improved their graduation rate from 28 to 37 percent from 1990 to

4

2007” (“Here is Good News,” 2007/2008, p. 47). This increase suggests that a growing
minority of African American men know what it takes to persist in college and earn a
bachelor’s degree. The downside is that scholarly literature examining the knowledge,
resources, and attitudes that African American men must have to persist in college is
limiting (Flowers, 2004-2005). This is similar to the narrow literature portraying the indepth experiences of African American males across the higher education pipeline
(Jackson & Moore, 2006). These gaps in the literature point to the need for extensive
inquiries that clarify what researchers understand about African American male
persistence, and what higher education institutions need to know to foster their
persistence, and improve their graduation outcomes (Tinto, 2005a). At the very least,
these inquiries might best inform researchers and institutions on the nature of African
American male persistence, and perhaps shed light on ways to improve their overall
retention rates.
Tinto (2005a) argued the value in using the retention literature to enhance
retention outcomes. Flowers (2004-2005) ostensibly endorse this same contention,
perceiving how the lack of research-based information negatively affects the paths that
African American students take to persist toward graduation. He noted:
researchers and higher education personnel who require evaluative information on
the effectiveness of certain theoretical frameworks and research findings for
African-American students are inadequately equipped to make reasonable
judgments on the quality, correctness, and worth of research-based information
that might have the potential to design services and programs and refine policies
to increase the retention rates of African American students. (p. 24)
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Flowers upheld that research-based information on African American students is useful
for shaping their persistence, and for strengthening the existing retention research
literature. In his rhetoric, Flowers makes clear the need for educators to access, with
relative ease, information that serves to enhance retention outcomes for African
American students.
Having research-based information makes it practical for educators to understand
African American male persistence, and their respective experiences within the higher
education context. Even with a plethora of information, understanding African American
male persistence is complex, and not easily credited to a narrow set of explanatory factors
(Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004). In fact, a multitude of factors have been
examined to help understand persistence for any college student. Choy (2002) contended
that the most important factors relate to parental education, family background, high
school GPA, standardized test scores, and institutional characteristics.
Tinto’s (1975) groundwork retention model, which contains similar variables to
those aforementioned, is a common frame that attempts to explain African American
male persistence. In testing these variables, scholars consistently found that cognitive
factors, such as SAT scores and high school GPA, negatively affected African American
student persistence. Embedded within their contention was the notion that non-cognitive
variables were more critical to persistence for these students. D’Augelli and Hershberger
(1993) for instance, found that student background characteristics and campus
experiences better explained persistence for African American students. Townsend
(1994) found that high levels of faculty and student interaction, institutional commitment,
and cultural and social support explained better minority student persistence and
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retention. The congruency in findings, at least between both of these scholars, suggests
the importance for researchers to consider an array of non-cognitive variables to
understand the persisting experiences among African American students.
As a whole, the complexity of explaining student persistence is not limited to
considering cognitive and non-cognitive factors. Observers like Kimbrough and Harper
(2006) contend that the higher education institution itself plays a role in enhancing
student trajectories toward a college degree. They point out the widespread belief that
predominantly white institutions (PWIs) are responsible for low retention among African
American men. This is hardly the case though, given that African American male
retention figures at historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs) are relatively
similar to continuation and graduation trends at colleges and universities nationwide.
Kimbrough and Harper (2006) brought this evidence to the forefront, referencing that in
2003, fourteen out of 105 HBCUs maintained African American student graduation rates
above 50% within six years of matriculation. Of the 14 HBCUs, “only seven HBCUs
graduated 50 percent or more of their male students” (Kimbrough & Harper, 2006, p.
192). To a degree, this information confirms the pattern of low retention among African
American men across the entire higher education spectrum. In a subtle way, the
counterargument as offered by Kimbrough and Harper (2006) proves the importance of
understanding how personal, psychological, and institutional factors affect African
American male persistence. Colleges and universities that realize these factors are likely
to invest in sensible programs and policies that improve educational outcomes for African
American men (Bean, 2005).
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It could be argued that institutional investments in retention programs likely
support the transitions of African American men from college into the professional
workforce pipeline. This argument supports the case for preparing these men to enter
seamlessly into this pipeline. Their presence in this pipeline is significant because it
alleviates the pattern of low employment among the community of African American
men with a college degree. Barton and Coley (2010) illustrated this effect when they
examined the correlation between college degree attainment and employment for African
American men born between 1970 and 1974. They pointed out that “the employment
rate for Black males with 16 years of education is 89 percent” (Barton & Coley, 2010, p.
25), compared to 68% for Black males with 12 years of education. This employment rate
gap suggests the importance for more African American men to persist in higher
education, especially since extended education appears linked to overall employment
prospects.
Even though its possession is critical for an evolving economy, earning a
bachelor’s degree transcends beyond the national symbol of “entry” into the professional
workforce pipeline. In many cases, the mere possession of this educational credential
serves as the link for African American men to advance in their professions. The
workforce literature supports this prospect, citing a positive relationship between formal
higher education training and professional mobility (Alleman, Stimpson, & Holly, 2009).
This relationship defines how African American men can change jobs, or move to a
different geographical location where their skills are relevant to their workplace
responsibilities (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 1998). What makes this important
for African American male degree holders is that they are likely to realize occupational
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stability and socioeconomic mobility when actively engaged in the workforce (Pascarella
& Terenzini, 2005).
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) noted that occupational stability and
socioeconomic mobility are significant outcomes for individuals with an earned college
degree. In most cases, higher gross earnings relate to their capacity to achieve these
outcomes (Callan, 2001). Porter (2002) mentioned that non-monetary benefits
complement the potential for higher earnings. In addition to opportunities for
professional mobility, college graduates have better options in housing, education, and
healthcare (Alleman et al., 2009). Alleman et al. (2009) discussed how educated citizens
benefit society; pointing out that college graduates are more likely to “support public and
private assistance initiatives through their tax dollars and their voluntary giving” (p. 3).
These endeavors are rather critical to society and help reduce the tax burdens placed on
both state and local governments.
The aforementioned outcomes cited by Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) further
illustrate the relationship between benefits and how college students view their future
utility upon graduation. Future utility suggests that students compare the “satisfaction
that he or she expects to obtain from attending/persisting in college with the satisfaction
he or she expects from nonattendance/dropping out” (Leppel, 2002, p. 435). This
comparison is interpreted from the position that “students who attend college generally
expect to obtain better jobs than they would obtain without attending college” (Leppel,
2002, p. 436). There is a natural inclination for college students to convey a high sense
of utility, since this level of utility relates to future benefits and higher salaries. African
American male college students on the other hand convey a low sense of utility. Leppel
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noted that in extant of their higher education experiences, African American men usually
struggle to pass courses, tend to finance their education with loans, and have difficulties
balancing school, work, and family responsibilities. Attempting to overcome these
burdens alone may not compensate for their low utility and drive their persistence.
Therefore, institutional outreach, programming, and varying degrees of support could
mitigate the hindrances that these men experience while pursuing their degree.
Problem Statement
The fact that many African American men disproportionately fail to persist and
earn a bachelor’s degree remains one of the central, yet perplexing problems in
undergraduate education (Harper, 2012; Jackson & Moore, 2006; Schwartz &
Washington, 2002). This is consistent with the notion that minority students in general
are less likely to persist in college (Stage & Hossler, 2000). The lack of substantive
information in the current literature inhibits higher education institutions from examining
the charted trajectories that these men take to earn a bachelor’s degree (Flowers, 20042005). This deficit necessitates extensive inquiries into the unique experiences that
revolve around persisting behaviors of African American men in college, particularly
those enrolled at predominantly white institutions. These inquiries are especially needed
since African American men are rarely engaged on how they successfully navigate their
way to and through college (Harper, 2012). Qualitative research studies would be useful
for this undertaking, especially since they reveal meaningful information on the
experiences of African American men in college (Kimbrough & Harper, 2006).
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Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this qualitative case study research was to understand how current
African American male undergraduate students persist at a predominantly white
institution. The study examined how African American men were negotiating their way
toward earning a bachelor’s degree. The research questions framing this study are:
1. How do African American male undergraduate students persist in higher
education at a predominantly white institution?
2. How do African American male undergraduate students overcome obstacles in
their educational paths at a predominantly white institution?
Rationale and Significance
The rationale for this study emanates from the need to uncover strategies used by
African American male undergraduates who are persisting at a predominantly white
institution. These strategies, in effect, should help researchers and practitioners
understand how African American men navigate predominantly white higher education
environments. The findings from this study would offer practical insights for young
African American males who have expressed interest in pursuing a bachelor’s degree or
some other postsecondary education credential. In turn, these young men can learn about
individuals who are similar to them, while understanding what it takes to persist and be
successful in the higher education environment.
This research has the potential to shape retention policies and practices in higher
education, and inform administrators and practitioners who work with undergraduate
African American male students. The potential to shape policies and practices may likely
resemble how past policy developments have led to increased access and enrollment of
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African American males and other minority student groups in higher education
(Strayhorn, 2008). Access and enrollment policies were decisive for minority students to
have uninhibited access to some form of postsecondary education. Despite the progress,
“access cannot be the sole criteria for evaluating society’s achievement of equality of
educational opportunity” (Donavon, 1984, p. 244). Donavon (1984) advised a needed
shift from higher education access to assessing for student persistence in higher
education. The statement also evokes the need for greater advocacy of retention policies
and practices that encourage undergraduate African American men to persist toward
graduation. The present study is uniquely positioned to examine the course of African
American male persistence, in which some of the findings could serve as a potential tool
to advocate for effective retention policies.
Definitions of Key Terms
Below are definitions of terms used throughout this study:
Attrition refers to a student who fails to reenroll at an institution in consecutive
terms.
Black or African American male refers to those who self-identify as males
having origin in any of the black racial groups in Africa.
Degree refers to an award conferred by a baccalaureate college or university as
official recognition for the successful completion of a program of studies.
Graduate refers to a former student who has completed a prescribed course of
study in a baccalaureate college or university.
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) are higher education
institutions specifically established to educate African Americans/Blacks.
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Persistence refers to the desire and action of a student to remain at college until
graduation.
Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) are colleges or universities where the
student population is primarily White.
Retention refers to the ability of an institution to retain a student from admission
through graduation.
Retention rate refers to the rate at which students persist in their educational
program at an institution, expressed as a percentage.
Traditional college students refers to undergraduate students between the ages
of 18-22.
Undergraduate refers to a student enrolled in a four or five-year bachelor's
degree program.
Organization of the Study
Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive review of the literature on factors linked to
persistence among African American males in higher education, including relevant
frameworks that help explain student retention and persistence. Chapter 3 delineates the
qualitative methodology, and the methods used in the study. Chapter 4 presents and
summarizes the participant information. Chapter 5 discusses the findings of the study. In
Chapter 6, conclusions and implications are offered.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
The purpose of this research study was to understand how current African
American male undergraduate students are persisting at a predominantly white
institution. Specifically, this study examined how African American men negotiated
their higher education experiences toward earning a bachelor’s degree. To carry out this
study, it was necessary to complete a critical review of the current literature. This review
serves as the platform for understanding factors that contribute to African American male
persistence at a predominantly white institution. The content from this review is grouped
in these four broad areas: (a) impact of K-12 educational practices on African American
males, (b) theoretical retention frameworks, (c) factors related to college student
persistence among African American males, and (d) understanding African American
males as adults in context.
Impact of K-12 Educational Practices
Practices employed in K-12 public schools have perpetually shaped African
American male enrollment in higher education. These practices disproportionately
exclude African American males from full participation across the whole education
spectrum. The imposition of zero tolerance policies, for instance, has led to dropout,
declining enrollments in higher education, and to the upsurge in incarceration among
African American males (Harper, 2006; Holzman, 2010). Harper (2006) documented the
effects of exclusionary practices by public schools, noting that these practices have “had
a cumulative and hardening effect on limiting life options for young men of color” (p. v.).
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Other indications show how public schools perpetuate African American male
youth exclusion. Polite and Davis (1999) mentioned that African American male high
school students have limited access to college curriculum, and are routinely discouraged
by school personnel from engaging in college preparatory activities. These acts of
dissuasion are perceived as driven, and reinforced by stereotypes held by educators that
African American males are uneducable, at high risk for dropout, threatening, and have
lazy tendencies. As expected, many of these stereotypes lead to the disproportioned
placement of African American males in special education, gifted programs, and
Advanced Placement classes. It is particularly problematic when many of these students
internalize these stereotypes. The inevitable outward expressions of these stereotypes
become self-defeating and self-fulfilling for these young men for years to come (Steele,
1997). Toward some end, these exclusionary practices inhibit the representation of
African American men in higher education, and their subsequent persistence toward a
college degree.
African American males encounter many pressures during the course of their
public school experiences. Despite these pressures, scholars are astonished that
“relatively few Black males make it through high school, into higher education, and
through college to complete their degree” (Strayhorn, 2008, p. 69). These feats represent
the innate resilience that many African American males possess when positioned to
negotiate challenging educational environments. Many educators across the higher
education pipeline may be oblivious to the obstacles that African American men
circumnavigate to achieve success, let alone the encompassing persisting experiences that
they present. Flowers (2004-2005) suggested that educators could compensate for what
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they do not know by committing themselves to examine the existing scholarship on
African American male trajectories. A review of the respective studies on persistence,
particularly those studies with an exploratory base, presents higher education personnel
an opportunity to understand how African American men negotiate their predominantly
white institutional environments. The present study is suited to this prospect because it
emphasizes African American male persistence at a predominantly white institution.
The Schott Foundation and Educational Policy
The exclusionary practices by public schools, intensified by the experiences of
African American males in education, have stimulated beliefs about public education’s
inability to retain African American males across the K-12 pipeline. A 2010 state report
from the Schott Foundation for Public Education corroborates these beliefs, summarizing
how K-12 schools routinely fail to sustain and graduate African American males in large
proportions (Holzman, 2010). The report delineates that states and school districts are
“failing to make targeted investments to provide the core resources necessary to extend
what works for Black male students” (Holzman, 2010, p. 4). The Foundation believes
that employing these resources will improve access and equity, and consequently the
retention of matriculated African American men in higher education (Holzman, 2010).
There is an underlying assumption that public schools already investing in core resources
support the inclusion and affirming experiences of African American males in education.
To generate meaningful and collective affirming experiences across the K-12 spectrum,
the Schott Foundation ardently
challenge states and districts to institutionalize the policy recommendations
needed to change outcomes for the overwhelming majority of Black males in this
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country, as well as construct the community programmatic supports needed to
sustain the pipeline for progress and success for all youth in urban and rural
settings. (Holzman, 2010, p. 2)
The Schott Foundation’s call to improve educational outcomes suggests the need for an
“inclusive representative education system that delivers a high quality public education to
every child” (Schott, 2011, para. 2). The principles of the Schott Foundation relate to the
betterment of public school practices, which could inevitably support African American
males’ transitions at each stage of the educational pipeline. These principles make clear
the need for an educational agenda that centers on promoting African American male
persistence at these transitional points.
It is worth noting that educators have already examined the plight of African
American male access at the point of entry into higher education. In recent years,
formulated policies have increased the representation of these men in college (Strayhorn,
2008). While these policies were designed to promote parity in access and participation,
they did not translate into best practices for retaining matriculated students. To ensure
African American male continuity in college, it is imperative that higher education
practitioners understand how these students persist at their institutions. Educational
leaders can prepare for this by committing to best retention practices for African
American men in particular.
Theoretical Frameworks
One way to understand student persistence is to examine the theories attempting
to explain retention. Tinto’s (1975) interactionalist theory of student departure, and
Bennett and Bean’s (1984) conceptual model of black student attrition both contain
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variables that are linked to persistence for African American male undergraduates. Many
scholars have drawn on interactionalist theory for their own studies on retention and
persistence, making it “one of the best known, and most often cited, theories related to
student departure” (Berger & Lyon, 2005, p. 19). The conceptual model of black student
attrition was specifically developed to address the problem of retention at institutions
where relatively few African American students enroll (Bennett & Bean, 1984). The
following section presents a broad examination of Tinto’s (1975) interactionalist theory,
and Bennett and Bean’s (1984) conceptual model of black student attrition. The intent of
these analyses is to situate the study’s purpose within respective frames to clarify how
African American male undergraduates persist at predominantly white institutions.
Interactionalist Theory
As noted earlier, Tinto’s interactionalist theory of student departure is among the
best-known theories explaining undergraduate student persistence and departure (Berger
& Lyon, 2005). Many scholars and educators assume validity of his theory based on the
frequent citations expressed in the research literature (Braxton et al., 2004). The model
has been useful for researchers and higher education personnel because it incorporates
“relevant personalogical, psychological, as well as institutional variables” (Flowers,
2004-2005, p. 24) suited for understanding and explaining persistence. The major
features presented in interactionalist theory include entry characteristics, goals and
commitments, and academic and social integration (Braxton et al., 2004). These depicted
constructs support the foundation of interactionalist theory, which “purports that a
student’s entry characteristics coupled with the student’s initial commitment to the
institution and commitment to graduate influence student departure decisions” (Berger &
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Lyon, 2005, p. 19). The confluence of these constructs, in addition to student
engagement, all shape student persistence behaviors and decisions (Braxton et al., 2004).
Background characteristics. As a single construct from interactionalist theory,
background characteristics can be examined to enhance understanding of student
persistence. This is because researchers consistently found that degree attainment, to an
extent, is a function of a student’s individual background (Tinto, 1993). Background
factors that influence persistence and degree attainment include gender, ethnicity, grades,
parental income and education, standardized test scores, and age (Astin & Oseguera,
2005). Researchers point out that among the aforementioned findings, persistence is
more likely among students from advantaged backgrounds with higher degrees of high
school preparation. Conversely, students from disadvantaged backgrounds with lower
levels of high school preparation are least likely to persist. Native American and African
American students in particular can be viewed as most disadvantaged, since their
backgrounds are dissimilar to majority college students, and because their retention and
graduation rates are the lowest among all ethnic groups (U.S. Department of Education,
2009).
Student commitment. According to interactionalist theory, commitment and
integration into the higher education environment are seminal to student persistence. In
fact, a student’s “initial commitment to the institution and initial commitment to the goal
of graduation influence the level of a student’s integration into the academic and social
systems of the college or university” (Braxton et al., 2004, p. 8). This simply means that
students with greater commitments to their education are more likely to integrate
successfully into the academic and social systems of their institution (Braxton & Hirschy,
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2005). Tinto (1987) identified this as academic and social integration, elements which
are viewed as precursors to educational success, and have been central to understanding
persistence among undergraduate students (as cited in Flowers, 2004-2005).
Academic and social integration. The constructs of academic and social
integration are rooted in Spady’s (1971) sociological model of student departure, which
delineates that student assimilation into the academic and social environment increases
their likelihood of persistence (Leppel, 2002). As in Spady’s model, interactionalist
theory informs that persistence is realized when students effectively integrate with the
academic and social realms of their college (Seidman, 2005). While the literature is
replete with research on academic and social integration as it relates to student outcomes,
the information is presented abstractly to the dismay of scholars who have employed
these constructs in their own studies (Flowers, 2004-2005). Tinto (2005b) refined the
abstractions of academic and social integration to make the testing of his theoretical
propositions relevant for scholars. He clarified that academic and social integration is the
means by which students
interact with a range of people and situations on campus, both academic and
social, and they derive meaning from those interactions in ways that may lead
them to feel at home or feel that they are a member of a place or community.
(Tinto, 2005b, p. 319)
This re-conceptualization was important because it now helps scholars redefine academic
and social integration for their own studies, all while shaping the efficacy of research on
student persistence in higher education (Tinto, 2005b).
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Academic integration. The basis for academic integration is that through
interaction with the institution, students acquire the knowledge, and possess the
wherewithal to form positive relationships with faculty and other members from their
academic department. This integration component hinges on a student’s ability to
identify and engage with the social structures of the academic system (Braxton &
Hirschy, 2005). In examining the soundness of academic integration on persistence,
Harper and Quaye (2009) noted that students “who are actively engaged in educationally
purposeful activities, both inside and outside of the classroom, are more likely than are
their disengaged peers to persist through graduation” (p. 4). On his own accord, Harper
(2009) sensed that African American men are less engaged with their academic systems.
He pointed out in particular that “Black men devoted less time to studying, took notes in
class less often, spent significantly less time writing and revising papers, and participated
less often in class-related collaborative experiences” (p. 143). Harper’s (2009) critical
assessment of African American male engagement implicates how educators might
consider best practices for positively shaping how these men interact with the social
structures of their academic environment. This endeavor supports, and is consistent with
the long-standing notion that academic integration is essential to persistence and degree
attainment (Spady, 1971; Tinto, 1975).
Social integration. Research studies suggest that social integration or student
involvement in the campus milieu promotes persistence and degree attainment (Pascarella
& Terenzini, 2005). Social integration is usually sustained through faculty and peer
interactions, involvement in intellectual and social activities (Stage & Hossler, 2000); and
relates to student satisfaction with their social life (Astin & Oseguera, 2005).
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Remarkably, gender was found to be significant to social integration and degree
completion among men. Astin and Oseguera noted that gender is more relevant when
social integration is “measured by peer group relations, residency, and hours spent
engaged in social activities and intercollegiate athletics” (p. 247). Pascarella and
Terenzini found that for African American men, early and continued engagement into the
fabric of campus life is significant to their persistence. For these students, “campus
involvements and social networks provide the social and cultural capital necessary to
succeed on a predominantly White or historically Black campus” (Strayhorn, 2008, p.
80). With this in mind, sustained levels of involvement and networking with faculty and
peers can stimulate African American men to successfully negotiate their educational
environments and persist toward a college degree. In many cases, relationships with
faculty and peers inspire African American men to aspire toward academic success
(Strayhorn, 2008).
Theoretical limitations. The strength of interactionalist theory is that it strives to
explain student persistence and departure within the context of a college or university
(Tinto, 1993). The testable propositions embedded within Tinto’s framework uphold
many of these explanations (Braxton et al., 2004). Regardless of its exemplary strong
points, the theoretical nature of interactionalist theory has been subject to criticism by
many scholars because of the universal application of its findings. Attinasi (1989)
analyzed interactionalist theory, suggesting that it fails to explain persistence for
culturally diverse students, students at commuter schools, non-traditional students, and
community college students, among others. A line of reasoning was also made that the
theory does not “acknowledge the influences of financial resources, connection with an
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external community (such as family and/or work), and classroom experiences on a
student’s decision to persist” (Braxton & Hirschy, 2005, p. 68). In response to these
criticisms, Tinto (1993) refined his own work to account for explaining student
persistence for diverse student populations in higher education (students of color,
academically at-risk students, adult students, and transfer students), and their persistence
at different institutional types (non-residential colleges, two-year colleges, the urban
college, and large public universities).
Conceptual Model of Black Student Attrition
Although interactionalist theory offers paradigmatic explanations for student
persistence and departure, and was refined to account for diverse populations (Tinto,
1993), Tinto’s research did not reflect specific factors faced by African American
students in higher education. Much of the research findings have been theorized through
the lenses of affluent, traditional-aged Caucasian students on residential campuses
(Braxton et al., 2004). These findings have led to erroneous assumptions that the
variables used in Tinto’s (1975) model aptly explain African American student
persistence. Bennett and Bean’s (1984) model of Black student attrition bridges the gap
by drawing on variables specific to explaining African American undergraduate student
persistence. The model was first employed at Indiana University-Bloomington to combat
high attrition among African American students at that institution. The model contains
nine independent variables, with “intent to leave” as the criterion variable. These nine
variables potentially explain early departure of African American students from this
institution, and were identified as (1) precollege positive interracial contact, (2)
precollege academic performance, (3) parent’s education attainment, (4) collegiate
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positive interracial contact, (5) stage of ethnicity, (6) preparedness, (7) satisfaction, (8)
less trauma, and (9) college GPA (Bennett & Bean, 1984). The latter variables
(satisfaction, less trauma, and college GPA) were all expected to have positive effects on
a student’s intent to remain in school.
Relevant findings. The findings from this study, specifically as applied to
African American men, suggest that preparedness (ability to do college work),
satisfaction (degree to which being a student is viewed positively), and less trauma (level
of alienation that students experience when confronted with unfamiliar norms or
expectations in a college setting) were significant variables to their persistence. College
GPA was not significant for African American men, and had a negative influence on their
intent to persist in college (Bennett & Bean, 1984). These findings support the
assumption that higher education institutions should develop retention programs that
enhance the academic and social integration of African American men. The findings also
are consistent with Tinto’s (1975) contention that student engagement with their
academic and social systems promotes persistence toward graduation. Nonetheless,
components of an effective retention program should include ways of increasing a
student’s ability to perform college work (preparedness), and address ways to facilitate
the adjustment for first and second year students into the college setting (less trauma).
Because of these findings, Bennett and Bean (1984) recommended these strategies for
increasing African American student persistence at PWIs:


High schools should offer college preparatory courses for college bound students
who have not been enrolled in a college preparatory curriculum.
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Increase mentoring and peer support programs on campus; inclusive of role
models for African American students.



Provide academic and social programs that encourage positive interracial contact
experiences.
Factors Associated with Student Persistence
A number of factors might contribute to higher education’s way of knowing about

fostering African American male persistence at predominantly white institutions. This
section provides an overview of these factors, some of which relate to the theoretical
underpinnings of Tinto (1975) and Bennett and Bean (1984), with other factors being
congruent to student behaviors and choices in higher education. These factors will be
discussed and analyzed from a longitudinal perspective, which is important for examining
the course of persistence from high school through college matriculation (Nora et al.,
2005; Tinto, 1993).
Pre-college Background Factors
Academic ability and readiness. Many scholars have examined student ability
as a way to predict persistence and graduation. Formal measures like high school grade
point average (GPA), high school rank, and standardized test scores have been used to
predict student persistence toward graduation. Students who perform well in high school
are more likely to receive encouragement from parents and teachers to attend college.
This is important since both support and academic ability shape student motivation to
persist in college (Stage & Hossler, 2000). Astin and Oseguera (2005) also found these
formal measures as influential to student persistence and degree attainment. Even with
the congruency in findings of these measures on degree attainment, they consistently fail
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to show predictive validity for minority students. Earlier findings from Fleming and
Garcia (1998) proved the inconsistencies in the predictive power of high school grades
and SAT scores between Caucasian and African American students.
Academic readiness makes a difference in the educational trajectories of college
students (Strayhorn, 2008). This notion is supported by the research literature citing the
correlation between academic readiness and persistence among college students
(Educational Policy Institute, 2003). As a measure of academic readiness, high school
ranking contributes to the probability of persistence among African American men.
Strayhorn (2008) noted that high achieving African American men were 8 times more
likely to persist in college than were low achieving men. Essentially, students who
perform well in rigorous high school courses are most deemed as academically prepared.
Additional evidence exists on academic readiness and positive educational
trajectories. Schwartz and Washington’s (2002) study on 229 first-year African
American men at a private, southeastern HBCU showed how academic readiness shaped
college persistence toward graduation. Persistence in this study was conceptualized as
students who transitioned to the second semester of their first year of college. The
researchers found that high school rank and social adjustment were strongest in
predicting retention. This finding is consistent with the role that academic and nonacademic factors play in student retention (Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2004).
Schwartz and Washington’s (2002) study in particular implicated the importance of
identifying early African American men who may be at risk for academic and/or social
adjustment problems.
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Cultural capital. Berger (2000) used the tenets of cultural capital to examine the
process of undergraduate student persistence. Rooted in social reproduction theory,
cultural capital refers to a “symbolic resource that can be used by an individual to
maintain and advance one’s social status” (Braxton & Hirschy, 2005, p. 65). Examples
of cultural capital can be “artistic, intellectual, credentialed, cultural, and others” (Berger,
2000, p. 98). Social reproduction theory reveals that higher accumulations of capital
permit individuals to expand their social positions and standing.
Cultural capital is an important idea in higher education because it relates to the
values and knowledge that students possess to be academically successful (Allen, 2010).
Cultural capital in higher education include “access to personal libraries, large
vocabularies, cultural outings (i.e., museums, vacations), and technology” (Allen, 2010,
p. 127). Among the many propositions of undergraduate persistence, Berger (2000)
proposed that students with access to higher levels of capital are more likely to persist
across all the different institutional types. The probability of persistence among students
with high capital is even greater when their institution consistently demonstrates
successful retention and graduation outcomes. Conversely, students with access to lower
levels of cultural capital attending institutions with low graduation rates are the least
likely to persist (Braxton & Hirschy, 2005). This particular phenomenon yields the logic
that students from lower-class backgrounds (usually African American students), are
most likely to be less successful in school (Allen, 2010).
Low-income students. Leppel (2002) examined the influence of income on
college student persistence, finding that low-income students are least likely to persist
toward graduation. This confirms Astin’s (1972) finding that the inability to pay for
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college is positively related to college attrition. People of color and older people are
disproportionately affected because they generally have lower incomes (Reason, 2003).
While grant-aid might ensure some degree of student permanency in higher education, it
is less probable because of institutional budget cuts, rising tuition, and lower amounts of
financial aid through grants (Gupton, Castelo-Rodriguez, Martinez, & Quintanar, 2009).
This low prospect brings to surface the practicality for low-income students to borrow
loans to cover the cost of education. With borrowing loans, low-income students, at the
least, can continue to sustain some purposeful engagement while continuing to persist in
higher education. As an unintended consequence, students with the greatest need for
loans will have to bear a greater financial and emotional burden just to earn a college
degree (Leppel, 2002).
Despite the emerged research on low-income college students, few studies have
examined persistence among low-income African American men. The proliferation of
low-income African American men enrolling in higher education makes it viable to
understand how they persist. More than a decade ago, 13% of low-income African
American men enrolled in higher education, with approximately 40% of these students
graduating in 6 years around the same time. These rates speak to the low retention
among this student group, which is consistent with the retention rates for the broader
African American male college student population. Rising enrollments and low retention
is enough rationalization for examining persistence among low-income African American
men. These reasons alone justify the need for scholarly attention directed toward the
plight of these students (Strayhorn, 2008).
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Aspirations and goals. Initial college aspirations and goals are seen as strong
predictors of persistence and degree attainment. Spady (1971) found that high school
involvement was in general, positively related to aspirations. Strayhorn (2008) found that
aspiration was critical to persistence among African American men, particularly for those
men who aspired to earn a graduate degree. In fact, “Black men who hold graduate
aspirations are 5.13 times more likely to be retained than those who hold lower
aspirations!” (Strayhorn, 2008, p. 79). To develop and ensure continuity of these
aspirations, Astin (1993) suggested that student affairs professionals surround African
American men with others who can nurture their thinking. Professionals engaging
students in “learning communities, study groups, peer mentoring programs, and freshmen
seminars” (Strayhorn, 2008, p. 79) are in a sense, taking a sensible approach to nurturing
these aspirations. While each of these arenas is suited for cultivating African American
male aspirations, the literature particularly cites the positive impact of learning
communities on their persistence and graduation. Research conducted by Johnson and
Johnson (1999) show that learning communities foster peer support groups, and increase
student involvement in classroom learning and social activities. The elements of learning
communities promote, and are consistent with the constructs of academic and social
integration, which underpin Tinto’s interactionalist theory (Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005).
College Entry Experiences
Student matriculation into college suggests an innate shift from dependency to
independence, and actuates a set of personal behaviors that shape student persistence
toward graduation (Stage & Hossler, 2000). These behaviors parallel many
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psychological and student behavior theories, and can be viewed through the constructs of
integration found in interactionalist theory. The choices and actions related to student
behaviors are important because they ultimately determine the trajectories that students
take toward a college degree.
Self-efficacy. Researchers have increased responsiveness toward understanding
student expectations and attainment in education (Museus, Harper, & Nichols, 2010).
There is growing literature that examines self-efficacy, and how it influences academic
outcomes. Self-efficacy in education examines student beliefs in their ability to be
successful in any academic environment (Stage & Hossler, 2000); and in their ability to
survive and adapt to these environments (Bean, 2005). Adaptation is critical for college
students, and is upheld by the different theories illustrating persistence outcomes in
higher education (Leppel, 2001; Spady, 1971; Tinto, 1975). Bean (2005) illustrated the
concept of self-efficacy by describing the connectedness between self-efficacious
students and persistence, noting that
They [self-efficacious students] believe that they can perform in a way to achieve
goals they set for themselves, and as a result they increase their self-confidence as
students and their aspirations for academic success and finishing college.
Personal accomplishments and feedback about these successes increase a
student’s self-efficacy, and in a cyclical fashion, an increase in self-efficacy raises
educational goals and the likelihood of persistence. (p. 220)
Bean’s (2005) articulation of self-efficacious students underscores the importance of
achievement and success in higher education.
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Stage and Hossler (2000) noted that self-efficacy to achieve is positively
influenced by task performance activities that lead to positive outcomes. These outcomes
are usually informed by earlier experiences, and by “positive reinforcement provided by
various actors in the individual’s environment” (Harper, Harris, & Mmeje, 2005, p. 576).
African American men are least exposed to task performance activities and
reinforcements. This indicates that they “have not had the opportunity to engage in
activities that elevate their level of self-esteem, self-worth, and self-efficacy” (HowardHamilton, 1997, p. 26). Howard-Hamilton (1997) recommended that African American
men be engaged in mentoring programs and learning experiences that increase their
potential for higher self-efficacy.
Student organizations. Campus-based student organizations serve as the
gateway for enhancing persistence toward graduation (Kuk & Manning, 2010). This is
supported by the literature citing degree attainment as an outcome for students involved
in these organizations (Harper & Quaye, 2009; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto,
1993). Padilla, Trevino, Gonzalez, and Trevino (1997) particularly found that minority
student participation in ethnic-based organizations fostered their persistence, and allowed
these students to “retain and nurture a sense of ethnic identity on campus” (p. 134).
Feelings of ethnic identity help bridge the cultural gap between the home environment of
minority students and the environments at their predominantly white institutions. These
findings readily support the value of minority student involvement in student
organizations, but fail to highlight the usefulness for African American men in particular.
Bearing in mind the importance of social integration, research is needed that examines
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the utility of student organizations as a way to enhance retention among African
American men (Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010).
African American male participation in student organizations is low on both
HBCU and PWI campuses. Harper and Wolley (2002) noted that in lieu of participating
in activities that may promote persistence, African American males are more likely to
“assert proficiency in activities that create ostensibly more masculine reputations” (p.
194). These activities often center on sports, video games, obtaining material
possessions, pursuing romantic relationships with women, and engaging informally with
other African American men. There has been poor strategic institutional effort to invite
and encourage participation among African American men (Harper & Wolley, 2002).
This consequently leads to disengaged African American men from student
organizations, thus perpetuating a continuation of low retention and graduation among
these students. Institutions must engage African American men in student organizations
to counter low retention outcomes. This is especially important at predominantly white
institutions, where African American students socially integrate through formal
organizations, which their members are inherently African American (Tinto, 1993).
There is a growing trend in higher education to examine how specific components
of campus-based programs affect student persistence and retention. Many of these
program initiatives have been developed specifically to improve the retention outcomes
for African American men. The Student African American Brotherhood (SAAB), for
instance, is a national organization that addresses the academic challenges faced by
African American men in college. Founded in 1990 at Georgia Southwestern State
University, SAAB purports to address these academic challenges by providing student
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development interventions and support to African American male students in a nurturing
environment. Through interventions and support, SAAB aims to promote student
persistence toward graduation. In addition, SAAB seeks to empower its member
participants to take positive steps that reverse the path of destruction taken by many
African American men. As a growing national student organization, SAAB continues to
develop, and remains committed to enhancing retention among African American male
undergraduate students (Bledsoe & Rome, 2006). It is anticipated that with greater
attention to African American male retention outcomes, more colleges and universities
are likely to start a SAAB chapter on their campuses.
Faculty and staff engagement. Nettles (1988) found that interaction and
engagement with faculty increased student persistence toward degree attainment.
Similarly, Astin (1999) found that a student’s relationship with faculty was critical to
their academic persistence and success. These findings suggest a positive correlation
between student-faculty engagement and persistence. Although relationships with faculty
are particularly critical to the success of racial and ethnic minority students, studies
denote that African American students are still unable to develop strong relationships
with Caucasian faculty. Cultural insensitivity on the part of these faculty, generalizing
students’ opinions in class, and not recognizing nor integrating Black perspectives into
the curriculum, are a few reasons why African American students hesitate to approach
Caucasian faculty (Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010). These factors inevitably hinder their
persistence toward graduation, and ultimately, the goal of earning a bachelor’s degree.
Quaye, Tambascia, and Talesh (2009) revealed some broad strategies for
engaging racial and ethnic minority groups in the predominantly white classroom and
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across the institution. Two important strategies include professional development
training for faculty and institutional effort to increase the representation of minority
faculty on college campuses. Professional development training might address
pedagogical limitations around working with racial and ethnic minority students.
Developmental activities that address this limitation include “readings, writing
reflections, and sharing culturally relevant learning material and pedagogies” (Quaye et
al., 2009, p. 172). Learned knowledge and material from training can be incorporated
into faculty courses, with the intent of diversifying the curriculum. Importantly,
presenting this material in a culturally responsive manner enhances the way African
American students form initial and continuous bonds with non-African American faculty
members.
Quaye et al. (2009) recommend an aggressive approach to recruit and hire African
American and other minority faculty. Such approach ensures that colleges and
universities are efficient in increasing the representation of African American faculty at
their institutions. Likely, an adequate representation of African American faculty
facilitates engagement with African American students. These faculty members are
uniquely positioned to serve as role models, and can “support students who may feel
disconnected and isolated on predominantly White campuses” (Quaye et al., 2009, p.
173). Toward that end, “connections with Black role models who have been successful
in higher education can increase the self-efficacy of black students, which in turn lead to
academic persistence and success” (Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010, p. 132). Unfortunately,
these critical connections are rare because of the shortage of African American faculty in
higher education (Turner & Myers, 2000). The shortage continues to perpetuate
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consistently high dropout among African American men, especially when only 5.4
percent of full-time faculty is African American (U.S. Department of Education, 2010).
As such, active recruitment could potentially raise the proportion of African American
faculty on campus, which might support student persistence and higher graduation rates
among African American students (Turner & Myers, 2000).
Racism. Racism is a reality on many college campuses, with many African
American students in particular, encountering racism in varying degrees. Critical race
theory acknowledges the impact of racism within social contexts, given its theoretical
focus on “race and how racism is deeply embedded within the framework of American
society” (Creswell, 2007, p. 28). Critical race theorists suggest that racial barriers
perpetuated in higher education moderately accounts for failed persistence among
African American students. This suggestion is consistent with the conclusion that student
persistence is related to positive racial environments college and university campuses
(Nettles, 1988). Even amid its pervasive existence, the reality of racism can thrust
committed students to remain steadfast toward their graduation trajectories. Eliminating
racial subjugation on college campuses could potentially contribute to persistence for
African American students. Campus leaders who are aware of this understand the need
to create safe learning environments where all students feel welcome, and have the
potential to thrive toward their educational purposes. To foster an inclusive learning
environment, leaders must first acknowledge that racism is a problem on their campus,
and seek knowledge on how racism affects the overall retention of college students.
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Characteristics of Persisting African American Men
Despite the overall low retention rates among African American men, relatively
few of these men have demonstrated what it takes to persist and be successful in college.
Many scholars have documented the characteristics of high achieving African American
men who have been successful in college (Allen, 1992; Fries-Britt, 1998; Harper, 2005,
2012). Harper (2012) in particular sought to reframe the long-standing discourse on low
African American male achievement by highlighting the “persons, policies, programs and
resources that help Black men succeed across a range of college and university contexts”
(p. 6). This effort was important for foundational literature on what works for sustaining
African American male trajectories toward graduation.
In examining African American student success, Allen (1992) found that students
with high aspirations are likely to achieve when they are engaged with their institution
and have positive relationships with faculty and staff. Fries-Britt (1998) found that high
achieving African American students demonstrate success when they are connected to
other African Americans on campus. Most recently, Harper (2005) documented that high
achieving students maintained an above average GPA, had extensive leadership
involvement in student organizations, meaningful engagement with faculty and key
administrators outside the classroom, and actively participated in enriching educational
programs. As a whole, these characteristics exemplify “an enthusiastic commitment to
learning, active engagement, citizenship, and the acquisition of practical competencies”
(Harper, 2005, p. 9). African American men employing the collective characteristics
described by these scholars usually extend their success trajectories beyond a college
degree into graduate school or the professional workforce. This certainly indicates the
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importance for higher education institutions to examine ways of promoting persistence
for other African American students.
The Persisting Adult Student in Higher Education
The broad literature on college student persistence can be juxtaposed with the
theoretical insights that formed the framework for learning in higher and adult education
contexts. Eduard Lindeman was notable for his pioneering developments of adult
education in the early 20th century (Lindeman, 1989). Later, Malcolm Knowles advanced
adult education and learning in its present form (Rachal, 2002). From these gradual
developments, researchers have been able to characterize the adult student in diverse
postsecondary education settings, and to realize the unique attributes these learners bring
in navigating their educational paths. Relative to these attributes, Knowles (1980) in
particular contended that the adult student is self-directed, uses life experiences as a
source of learning, has needs that are linked to their social position, values problemsolving and application of knowledge, and is compelled to learn by internal factors (as
cited in Merriam, 2001). Not only are these core assumptions valuable for understanding
persisting adult students in higher education settings, they also give weight to how
educators can best support and guide these students toward a college degree.
Constructing the adult student. There is probably little debate that the core
assumptions above influenced Kasworm’s (2003) research on the nature of adult student
enrollment, motivation, and persistence in higher education. In presenting a specific
frame for the adult student in higher education, Kasworm (2003) emphasized that the
adult learner is
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one who represents the status of age (typically defined as 25 years of age and
older); the status of maturity and developmental complexity acquired through life
responsibilities, perspectives, and financial independence; and the status of
responsible and often-competing sets of adult roles reflecting work, family,
community, and college student commitments. (p. 3)
While the tenets of this frame are useful for understanding the adult student within the
higher education context, it may be argued that status of age is not much of a factor, and
may be least significant in conceptualizing the adult student. For instance, Polson (1993)
noted that there is no stereotypical model of the adult student; and that the general
consensus is that the adult student typifies those who are eighteen or older. Burns (2011)
further clarified that the adult student can look like anyone and “could be a recent high
school graduate, a grandmother, and anyone in between” (Higher Education and the
Adult Learner section, para. 1). In essence, “since there is no single definition of what an
adult learner is, there can be no universal statements about what characterizes adult
learners” (Polson, 1993, Characteristics of Adult Learners section, para. 1).
(Re)constructing the African American male. What seems to be an evolving
consensus on who constitutes an adult may give culturally responsive scholars the
privilege to (re)construct the traditional-aged African American male college student as
an “adult” student. An earnest undertaking for this (re)construction would be important
for many reasons. One important consideration, related to this study’s purpose, would be
to show that traditional-aged African American male students (18-24) are relatively
similar to older students (25 and older) in how they persist and negotiate their college
experiences. Scholarly efforts toward (re)constructing this student population could
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potentially impact discourse on college student persistence; and in piecemeal, deconstruct
the long-standing literature citing the fundamental differences between traditional and
older students (Burns, 2011; Polson, 1993).
Polson (1993) might be significant to this discourse, contending that all students
over age 18 can be described in common terms. This fundamentally illustrates the
possibility that adult college students across the life-span practically manifest lived
experiences that are both similar and different from each other. This illustration includes
comparing similarities and differences between traditional-aged African American men,
like the sample in this study, to other populations or cohorts.
Polson’s assertion seems rather plausible to this study, because it accounts for
redefining the traditional-aged African American male as “adult.” Viewing these
students as adults signifies how they, too, must negotiate obstacles and manage
responsibilities similar to non-traditional student groups. Like older or non-traditional
students, attending to major obligations could be detrimental to young African American
male students with definitive goals of persisting and graduating from college in a timely
manner. Among several cited obstacles is the balance between work and school. Data
showed that 23% of students 18 and older worked and attended school full-time
(Kasworm, 2003). While this estimate highlights an implicit trend among traditionalaged students as a whole, it importantly implicates how essential it is for faculty and staff
working with African American men to understand their varying, and sometimes major
obligations. Educators who are empathetic, assertive, and capable of taking direct actions
are better poised to guide these men toward fulfilling their personal commitments of
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earning a degree; and to help them traverse through significant obligations such as work
and family responsibilities (Leppel, 2002).
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Chapter 3
Methodology
This study aimed to explore with a sample of undergraduate African American
males how they persist toward graduation at a predominantly white institution. It is my
belief that a better understanding of this phenomenon would allow administrators and
educators to become more informed on how African American men negotiate their way
toward earning a bachelor’s degree. In seeking to understand their behaviors, the study
addressed these two research questions: (1) How do African American male
undergraduate students persist in higher education at a predominantly white institution?
(2) How do African American male undergraduate students overcome obstacles in their
educational paths at a predominantly white institution? This chapter describes the study’s
research methodology, and offers discussion around the following areas: (a) research
approach and methodology, (b) study context and research sample, (c) methods of data
collection, (d) data analysis, (e) trustworthiness, (f) subjectivities, and (g) ethical
considerations.
Qualitative Research Design
Qualitative research has many objectives within the scope of exploring
phenomena. One of which is to “achieve an understanding of how people make sense
out of their lives, delineate the process of meaning making…and describe how people
interpret what they experience” (Merriam, 2009, p. 14). Another objective pointed out by
Denzin and Lincoln (2005) is that qualitative research seeks “answers to questions that
stress how social experiences is created and given meaning” (p. 10). Regardless of the
objectives, qualitative research centers on understanding a phenomenon of interest from

41

the participant’s voice and perspective, and not the researcher’s (Marshall & Rossman,
2006). With this in mind, I engaged in meaningful conversations with participants during
data collection, to gain an understanding and appreciation of how they made meaning of
their experiences.
Qualitative research is essentially grounded in a constructionist epistemology.
Constructionism suggests that people “construct” meaning from how they interact with
the world. These meanings are usually constructed in different ways, and even in
response to the same phenomenon (Crotty, 1998). The meanings produced lead the
“researcher to look for the complexity of [people’s] views rather than narrow the
meanings into a few categories or ideas” (Creswell, 2007, p. 20). A theoretical
perspective is needed to understand and explain these findings once they are constructed
by people. For this study, interpretivism was useful for clarifying how undergraduate
African American males persist in college (Crotty, 1998). Interpretivism is not a limiting
framework. It also lets the researcher “focus on specific contexts in which people live
and work in order to understand the historical and cultural settings of the participants”
(Creswell, 2007, p. 21). In this study, I examined how African American male
undergraduate students negotiated their persistence within the context of a predominantly
white institution. As the researcher, I was intent on learning about how these men made
sense of the higher education space they were a part of (Creswell, 2007).
Case Study Methodology
This study employed a case study design within the qualitative research frame.
As a form of research methodology, case study research “involves the study of an issue
explored through one or more cases within a bounded system (i.e., a setting, a context)”
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(Creswell, 2007, p. 73). As a research method, a case study is “an empirical inquiry that
investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 1994, p. 13).
Creswell (2007) cited that case study research is a choice of what is to be studied, noting
that “others present it as a strategy of inquiry, a methodology, or a comprehensive
research strategy” (p. 73). As indicated in Merriam (2009), a qualitative case study is
designed for understanding and interpreting educational phenomenon. She noted:
the case study results in a rich and holistic account of a phenomenon…Because of
its strengths, case study is a particularly appealing design for applied fields of
study such as education, social work, administration, health, and so on. An
applied field’s processes, problems, and programs can be examined to bring about
understanding that in turn can affect and perhaps even improve practice. Case
study has proven particularly useful for studying educational innovations,
evaluating programs, and informing policy. (p. 51)
This research, which sought to examine the phenomenon of persistence among a
sample of undergraduate African American men, fits well with the strengths of case
studies as delineated by Merriam. The intent of this examination is to inform higher
education on ways to foster persistence, and to reassess activities that drive low retention
and graduation outcomes. In achieving this aim, I used a sample of African American
men at a predominantly white institution to illustrate the problem of low persistence.
Stake (1995) describes this as an instrumental approach to case study research, given the
researcher’s interest in understanding some problem.
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Context and Setting
The study was conducted on the campus of a public state university in the
Southern United States. For the purposes of this study, the university is referred to as
Mid-Southern State College (MSSC). The city in which the university is located consists
of nearly 650,000 residents. Of these residents, approximately 63% are African
American (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). During fall of 2012, MSSC had a total
enrollment of 22,139 students, including 17,647 undergraduate students. African
American males comprise 9.1% of the total undergraduate enrollment. Table 1 displays
the 2012 graduation rates for all entering freshmen, and for Black/African American
freshmen entering MSSC in 2008 and 2006, respectively. The four-year graduation rate
for freshmen entering MSSC in fall of 2008 was 12.6%. The six-year graduation rate in
fall 2006 was 40.4%. For African American freshmen entering MSSC in fall 2008, the
four-year graduation rate was 5.5%. The six-year graduation rate for this freshmen
subgroup entering MSSC in fall 2006 was 27.6% (Office of Institutional Research, 2012).
MSSC was selected as the context for this study because of its developing initiatives to
enhance student performance, retention and graduation outcomes.
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Table 1
2012 Graduation Rates for Freshmen Cohorts at MSSC
Entering Cohort

All Freshmen

Black/African American
Freshmen

4-Year Graduation Rate
(2008 Cohort)

12.6%

5.5%

40.4%

27.6%

6-Year Graduation Rate
(2006 Cohort)

Source. MSCC Office of Institutional Research, 2012

Research Sample
A purposeful sampling procedure was used to select the study’s sample. This
sampling technique is typical in case study methodology, because it helps “inform an
understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon in the study” (Creswell,
2007, p. 125). I began the process of recruiting participants at MSSC by contacting the
Associate Dean for Multicultural Affairs. He provided me with a print out of contact
information of student leaders in each of the ethnic-based student organizations and black
Greek-letter fraternities on campus. I emailed the student leaders from these
organizations, and requested that I attend their mass meetings to explain my research, and
to recruit participants. I received invitations to attend 3 ethnic-based student
organizations (all of which primarily served African American students), and 3 black
Greek-letter fraternities. During each meeting, I gave potential participants information
about the study and my role as the principal investigator. They were informed of the
Institutional Review Board and consent procedures related to carrying out the study
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(Creswell, 2007). From attending these meetings, 14 participants were initially
identified, with 11 committing to participate in this research. The participants selected
for this study met the following pre-determined criteria:


Be a currently enrolled student at MSSC during data collection



Be a traditional male college student (between 18-22) who self-identify as African
American



Have earned at least 30 semester hours prior to their participation in the study



Be willing to talk and share openly experiences regarding their persistence

I decided on the criterion of 30 semester hours to ensure sufficient student experience,
with the expectation that participants will draw on their experiences of persisting at the
baccalaureate educational level.
Data Collection Methods
There has been an emergence of various forms of data in qualitative research
(Creswell, 2007). In-depth interviews and observations are two primary forms of data
collection that are advantageous for addressing research questions. The use of multiple
data collection methods is critical in attaining an in-depth understanding of a study’s
phenomenon, and is customary in case study methodology. Multiple data collection
activities support data triangulation, which helps the researcher compare and contrast data
collected at different times and places (Merriam, 2009). In this study, I employed the
Critical Incident Technique, conducted semi-structured interviews, took field notes, and
developed a short questionnaire to collect basic profile information of the participants; all
with the intent of understanding how African American men persist in higher education.
Prior to data collection, I sent an email to each participant describing the study’s purpose,
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how data will be collected, and an estimate of the time required for participating in the
study. In this same email, I also requested that participants reconfirm their participation
in this study. Each participant confirmed their participation within 14 days, and no
further actions were needed to engage participants in this study.
Critical incidents. Personal documents as a form of data collection reveal firstperson information of an individual’s personal experiences (Merriam, 2009). The
Critical Incident Technique (CIT) has been used in qualitative research studies to draw
out memorable aspects of these experiences (Radford, 2006). Written critical incident
reports are important because they probe assumptions and allow participants time to
reflect on perceptual information, as a way to understand their experiences (Marshall &
Rossman, 2006). Bloomberg and Volpe (2008) reported that while critical incidents are
appropriate for enhancing data collection, researchers should use additional techniques
for collecting data. This is largely because “critical incidents are too abbreviated to
provide the rich descriptions that can be obtained in interviews and observations” (p. 83).
I selected the critical incident instrument (see Appendix A) for the purpose of
corroborating interview data, and for allowing the discovery of information not revealed
through interviews. The questions on this data collection tool were the same for all
participants; asking them to offer their insights on when they experienced an obstacle
(incident) in their educational paths, and how they overcame this obstacle. After
confirming their participation in this study, I sent each participant a second email with the
critical incident instrument attached as a word document. They were instructed in the
email to complete the instrument, and return a paper copy of the instrument to the first
interview session. I received critical incident reports from all but one participant at the
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initial interview. Gentle encouragement through a series of emails prompted the sole
participant to submit his report five weeks after the initial interview via email. It was
important to have all information from these reports because they served as a validity
check throughout the data analysis process.
Interviews. Interviews are used frequently in all forms of qualitative research
(Merriam, 2009), and was the primary form of data collection in this study. According to
deMarrais (2004), an interview is a “process in which a researcher and participant engage
in a conversation focused on questions related to a research study” (p. 55). Merriam
(2009) mentioned that the person-to-person encounter is the most common form of
interview for eliciting meaningful information. The interview method was particularly
useful in this research study because it allowed for the interviewees to describe their
experiences around how they persist in higher education. A semi-structured interview
format was employed to elicit the meaning and themes from the stories as told by the
participants (Bhattacharya, 2007). This interview type is less structured than structured
interviews, and offers flexibility for the researcher to probe for details, and for
participants to expand upon their responses in unique ways (Merriam, 2009).
Initial interviews took place between August and November 2012, and were
scheduled at times and locations most convenient to the participants. The interviews
occurred in private rooms on the campus of MSSC; primarily in offices, empty seminar
rooms in buildings on campus, and in study rooms at the library. Prior to commencing
each interview, the participants were asked to review and sign a consent form (see
Appendix D) approved by the Institutional Review Board at MSSC, giving consent to
participate in the study. During the interview, I used the interview protocol (see
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Appendix B) to collect data related to the study’s purpose. The protocol was developed
in relation to the stated research questions in the study. The questions have been
reviewed by my dissertation committee for good wording, clarity, concreteness, and
effectiveness per the standards of developing interview questions for qualitative research
(Merriam, 2009). The scope of each interview was the same, but was tailored to allow
each participant to respond to the questions in their own way. Each initial interview
lasted between 60-90 minutes. The length of each interview was influenced by the semistructured design of the protocol, the depth of the interview questions, and the varying
responses from each participant. All interviews were digitally recorded, and transcribed
shortly afterwards in preparation for analysis. The transcriptions made are stored in a
locked and secured file cabinet, assuring that identifying information will not be made
available to anyone not directly involved in the study. Transcripts will be retained for
one year, and shredded and destroyed after the retaining period.
Follow-up member checking interview sessions served to clarify the accuracy of
information provided in the initial interviews. They were scheduled and held 1-2 months
after initial interviews were transcribed and prepared for analysis. Through a member
checking process, participants had the opportunity to offer a preliminary response to their
transcripts prior to the second interviews. The conversations from the follow-up
interviews allowed for discussion on emerging data from both transcripts and critical
incident reports. These sessions allowed for collaboration in constructing some initial
themes that derived from the experiences on how participants persist in higher education.
Field notes. According to Merriam (2009), written field notes can become data
that support the emergence of research findings. Aside from capturing how participants

49

made meaning of their persistence, the face-to-face interviews served as a mean for
recording field notes on the affective components displayed by each participant. When
asking questions from the interview protocol, I jotted down on lined legal paper what I
construed as laughter, smiles, frustration, anger; and other instances portraying the
participants’ moods and disposition. I also observed and commented on the extent of
how participants engaged and communicated with me during the interview. This was
done mainly to draw insight into their personalities within the purview of the interview
session. The notes were useful in that they helped to present an in-depth picture of each
participant, and served to enhance understanding of how participants constructed their
experiences around persisting in higher education.
Questionnaires. Questionnaires are used to collect data from individuals, usually
to a series of questions with open and closed-ended responses. Although they
conveniently supplement other data collection methods, it must be acknowledged that
questionnaires have limited value for learning about the meaning of social experiences
(Engel & Schutt, 2011). In this study, a brief profile questionnaire (see Appendix C) was
administered to participants at the end of the initial interviews. The questions were
developed to collect basic profile data on the participant’s age, area(s) of study,
enrollment and employment statuses, and goals after graduation. These data were
collected and entered into a participant profile matrix (see Table 2) for the purpose of
summarizing participant background information. Also included in the profile matrix is
information on what participants perceive, or have experienced as obstacles or concerns
while persisting in higher education. This particular information was gleaned from the
interviews and corroborated by the critical incident reports.
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Data Analysis
Data analysis in qualitative research is the procedure for making sense of the data
(Merriam, 2009). The general approach for analysis is to prepare and organize the data
for analysis, code the data into themes, and represent the data in tables, figures, or a
discussion (Creswell, 2007). Coding is useful because it allows the researcher to make
notations next to pieces of data that may be relevant for understanding the problem and
answering research questions. Open coding is particularly useful in the early stages of
data analysis because it allows the researcher to code everything related to the study.
Merriam (2009) noted that in this form of coding, the researcher typically jots down their
own interpretations of the data, the participants’ words, or concepts from the research
literature. I followed the process of open coding by examining each interview transcript
thoroughly, and then making comments in the margins that were potentially relevant to
the research. Next, I grouped all the comments on each transcript that seemed to go
together, which were then used to construct and uncover themes among the data. In an
iterative manner, I read and sorted the information from each critical incident report,
made and grouped comments that I found apt to the research, and then developed themes.
Case study data analysis. The analytical framework presented in Creswell
(2007) is suitable for all qualitative research investigations. However, the unique
elements of the case study affect how data is analyzed. The process of analyzing case
study data is extensive, and begins with gathering the multiple sources of information
about the case. These data are then sorted and organized in an accessible manner for
intensive analysis (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009). For this case study investigation, I
organized the interview transcripts, critical incident reports, and field notes in a sturdy
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collapsible folder. Following Stake’s (1995) recommendation for analyzing case study
data, I employed direct interpretation. I found this analytical technique useful to this
study, mainly because it relies on the researcher “pulling the data apart and putting them
back together in more meaningful ways” (Creswell, 2007, p. 163). Illustrative quotes
from the interviews were used to strengthen the participant data, supporting the way I
made meaningful sense of these data. After intensive analysis, I was able to develop
natural generalizations and learn about how African American men persist in higher
education (Creswell, 2007).
Trustworthiness
In qualitative research, trustworthiness is concerned with the researcher’s effort to
provide evidence illustrating the plausibility of their findings. Merriam (2009) noted that
trustworthiness could be addressed with a thorough and well-conceived research design.
I considered three strategies to ensure the trustworthiness of information in this study.
These strategies included (a) triangulation, (b) member checking, and (c) the use of thick
descriptions.
Triangulation. Researchers employing triangulation use multiple methods and
sources of data to corroborate information related to the phenomenon of interest. The
strategy “involves corroborating evidence from different sources to shed light on a theme
or perspective” (Creswell, 2007, p. 208). Yin (1994) found data triangulation as
advantageous, in that it permits the researcher to present convincing findings based on the
convergence of multiple sources of information. These data sources yield credibility to
qualitative studies because they “provide multiple measures of the same phenomenon”
(Yin, 1994, p. 92). Data triangulation was employed in this study by drawing primarily
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on rich information from both critical incident reports and individual interviews. The
evidence from these data sources converged, exemplifying how African American men
persist and overcome obstacles in higher education. The evidence further substantiated
how multiple data sources in this study were used to measure the same phenomenon.
Member checks. Member checking was used in this study to enhance
triangulation, and to ensure the credibility of the study’s emerging findings. Member
checking allows the researcher to solicit feedback from participants on the accuracy of
collected data (Merriam, 2009). According to Maxwell (2005), member checking is the
“single most important way of ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of
what participants say and do and the perspective they have on what is going on” (p. 111).
Essentially, this important strategy helps researchers validate their own interpretations of
how participants make meaning of their experiences (Merriam, 2009). After transcribing
interview data, I emailed each participant their transcript, asking them to review and offer
preliminary feedback on my comments and interpretations of the data. This was done to
give participants an opportunity to offer their own critical interpretation of the emerging
findings, making them directors of their own narratives (Creswell, 2007). Although the
participants were given an opportunity to fine tune their narratives, they each felt that the
information was correctly summarized.
Thick descriptions. Thick descriptions were employed in this study with the
intent to understand the rich details of the case, and to better understand the complexities
of the participant data (Dawson, 2010). Throughout the analysis, I used thick
descriptions to describe the participants, and to convey the emerged findings from this
study (Ponterotto, 2006). I decided to use thick descriptions to represent the men in this
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study because such descriptions facilitate the “reader’s ability to visualize the sample
including their relevant demographic and psychological characteristics” (Ponterotto,
2006, p. 546), all without compromising anonymity. Additionally, I used thick
descriptions in reporting the findings to ensure the adequacy and representing of
participant voices. Illustrative quotes were extracted from the interviews to elicit
understanding of the cognitive and emotive states of the participants (Ponterotto, 2006).
Subjectivity Statement
Peshkin (1988) advocated that researchers “systematically identify their
subjectivity throughout the course of their research” (p. 17). As a researcher, it is
important that I explore my own subjectivities with regard to this study. My personal
connection to this topic lies in my own experience of persisting in college. I attended a
predominantly white institution as an undergraduate student, and was one of the
relatively few African American males in my cohort to persist and earn a bachelor’s
degree. I would be remiss to acknowledge that even though I persisted, I struggled often
to navigate my own path toward graduation. Given my experiences as an undergraduate
student, I always found it disturbing to witness many of my African American male peers
drop out and fail to persist at my college. My African American male friends and I
would joke and “predict” who would be the next among us to dropout. What I observed
of this dropout phenomenon shaped my beliefs about the participants in this study. I
expected that some participants would fail to persist; despite the evidence they brought
forth on how they are navigating their paths in higher education. As I learned about these
participants, I was impressed with their persisting behaviors. Yet, I felt uneasy knowing
that some of the men remain at risk for dropping out. As I did as an undergraduate
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student, I anticipate that each participant use their personal strengths, resources, and other
tools to finish up their educational trajectories.
Another aspect of my subjectivity centered on my identity as an African
American male conducting research with a sample of African American male
undergraduate students. As I conducted this research, I discovered that my upbringing
and educational experiences were similar to the participants. I also felt a strong
connection with the participants because of the common cultural nuances that have
shaped the way we lived. Having this strong connection could potentially mean that I
was taking their responses and reactions for granted and loosing scope of how they make
meaning of their own experiences. As the researcher, it was important that I worked to
affirm each participant’s response as their own as a way to truly understand their
experiences.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical issues relating to the protection of participants are likely to surface in any
qualitative study. These issues usually emerge during data collection and when
disseminating findings (Merriam, 2009). Given the sensitivity of information revealed
during interviews, I made every effort to ensure the privacy of the participants in this
study. I first asked participants to give informed written consent to participate in this
study. The consent described the nature and purpose of the research, the rights of the
participant, and the issues and limits of confidentiality. Second, I ensured that
participants’ names and other identifying characteristics were kept confidential.
Pseudonyms were used on all relevant documents including critical incident reports,
interview transcripts, questionnaires, and the participant profile information matrix.
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These particular safeguards were used to ensure the rights and protections of the
participants as they proceeded in this study.

Chapter 4
The Participants
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This chapter introduces the 11 African American male undergraduate students
who participated in this study. It begins with a holistic overview of the participant
sample, followed by individual summaries that include background information on each
participant. Concluding this chapter is a brief summarization that characterizes the study
participants in totality.
Participants’ Background
Pseudonyms were employed in the study to protect the identities of the
participants. The participants were Wesley, Tony, Wayne, Chris, Jordan, Isaac, David,
Arnold, Skinner, Mike, and Tim. The average age of the participants was 20.6 years of
age. On average, the participants earned 92.18 semester hours toward their bachelor’s
degree. This indicates that the men in this study are persisting, and effectively navigating
their paths at MSSC. Their areas of study at MSSC are diverse, with most of the
participants majoring in business related fields and psychology, respectively. All of the
participants were enrolled as full-time students. While almost 73% of the participants
were employed to some extent while in school, four of them worked full-time. Nearly
82% of the participants’ mothers had none to some postsecondary education, 9% of the
mothers earned at least an associate’s degree, and 9% of the mothers earned a bachelor’s
degree. The educational background of the fathers of the men in the study is as follows:
37% had none to some postsecondary education, 37% had at least a bachelor’s degree,
and the educational background of 26% of the participants’ fathers was unknown
(deceased or out of the picture). Almost half of the participants indicated they were the
first in their families to matriculate in a baccalaureate degree program. All participants
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expressed graduate school aspirations, and reported varying career goals. Below are brief
participant summaries that correspond to the information above.
Wesley. Wesley is a 20-year-old senior with strong leadership skills. He
graduated from a vocational high school in Missouri, and was very involved in athletics
and extracurricular activities. Wesley was raised in a two-parent household, and learned
early the importance and value of education. Both of his parents earned a high school
diploma. His mother earned college credits toward an Associate’s degree, but
discontinued her education in pursuit of a career in tax preparation. Wesley’s father
joined the military for a short while after high school; and subsequently pursued
vocational training that led to credentials in engineering. He is currently employed as an
electrical engineer for the city in Wesley’s hometown. Wesley is currently majoring in
management information systems, and hopes to earn a master’s degree in the same area.
He aspires to become an entrepreneur within the next ten years; and specialize in car
audio design for celebrities.
Tony. Tony is an easy-going 20-year-old junior. He graduated from a small high
school in Arkansas, and maintained limited involvement in extracurricular activities.
Both of his parents earned a high school diploma. His mother earned a 2-year nursing
degree, and is employed as a Licensed Practical Nurse in a hospital. Tony is currently
majoring in health promotion and lifestyle management. He aspires to become a dentist,
and plans to enroll in dental school after graduation. Tony was inspired to become a
dentist after reading, The Pact: Three Young Men Make a Promise and Fulfill a Dream,
a book about three young African American men from Newark, New Jersey who made a
commitment to support each other in becoming doctors. After becoming a dentist, Tony
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expects to gain practical dental experience in an existing dental office, and then move
toward operating his own private dental practice.
Wayne. Wayne is a soft-spoken, 22-year-old senior, who is scheduled to
graduate from MSSC in spring 2013. He graduated from high school in an urban
Southern city. Like many students in high school, Wayne was involved in extracurricular
activities, but had a fondness for participating in activities related to music, his church,
and his community. Education has always been core in Wayne’s family. He excelled in
an advanced placement European History course early in his high school experience. His
mother attended community college but did not complete her education. His father
earned a bachelor’s degree and a juris doctor degree; and is currently practicing law.
Wayne’s twin sister recently earned a bachelor of science in nursing, and is currently
employed as a nurse in a hospital. He has been inspired by her academic success and
career trajectory, and aspires to realize this same feat. Wayne is a psychology major, and
plans to earn a master’s and doctorate degree in psychology. During the course of his
academic experience, Wayne’s career goal shifted from practicing clinical psychology to
working as an industrial and organizational psychologist after earning a doctorate degree.
Chris. Chris is a self-determined, business-oriented, 22 year-old junior. He
attended a creative and performing arts high school in a Mid-Southern city. He was
highly involved in the school’s curricular broadcasting program, and played on the
varsity basketball team. Chris’ mother graduated from high school at the top of her class,
and held strong aspirations to become a culinary artist. Her plan to enroll in culinary
school was interrupted when she gave birth to Chris’ older brother at age 16. Chris’
mother maintains aspirations to pursue formal education, and periodically takes courses
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at a community college. Chris’ father also earned a high school diploma and took
courses at a community college. He spent nearly two decades working at a research
university before resigning to start a janitorial business. Because of illness, Chris’ father
transferred the business over to him and his brother. Inspired by his father’s business
acumen, coupled with his own academic pursuit, Chris plans to co-manage his father’s
business with his brother for at least 6 months after graduation. Chris sees value in
learning about business principles, and anticipates pursuing a master’s degree in business.
He knows that participating in business related seminars will augment his understanding
of business and management.
Jordan. Jordan is a passionate, 22-year-old who was recently awarded a bachelor
of arts in history and African American studies. At his Mid-Southern city high school,
Jordan was involved in various activities, and served as captain on the school basketball
team. His mother earned a bachelor’s degree, and is currently pursuing a master’s degree
in health care administration. She currently works as a manager in the respiratory
therapy department at a hospital. Jordan’s step-father is the chief of police in a small
Southern city. Jordan is familiar and disturbed by the plight of African Americans in
education and society. He idealizes changing the negative trajectories that plague many
in the African American community. Jordan hopes that earning a master’s and doctorate
degree in African American studies will grant him the knowledge and tools to uplift and
make a difference in the lives of young African Americans.
Isaac. Isaac is a competitive, 19-year-old junior originally from New Jersey. He
played basketball in high school, but was less engaged in extracurricular activities than
most of his peers. Unlike the other men in this study, both of Isaac’s parents earned their
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high school diploma in Nigeria. They held strong beliefs in education, and routinely
instilled the importance of education with Isaac and his siblings. They were never
reluctant in making routine references on the strictness of Nigeria’s educational system,
in comparison to the educational system in the United States. Isaac’s father earned a
bachelor’s degree from a historically black college, subsequently earned a master’s
degree, and then joined the army. His father instilled in him the ethic of working hard
because of his own experiences as a minority male in graduate school; and as a way to
prepare Isaac for the harsh realities of learning and working in America. To a degree of
hesitancy, Isaac chose to accept his father’s ethos in his pursuit of a degree in graphic
design. He plans to earn a master’s of fine arts degree and have his own computer
animation company.
David. David is a 21-year-old senior, who takes pride in his sense of resiliency,
dubbing himself as “Mr. Comeback.” This fitting moniker stems from his lived
experiences of growing up and graduating from high school in one of the poorest
neighborhoods in his Mid-Southern community; and ultimately negotiating his way to
college. While in high school, David played football, and was very active in student
leadership. His mother earned her high school diploma in the late 1980s, and is currently
enrolled at the University of Phoenix. David has been intent on attending college since
elementary school. Even early on, he was convinced that he would be the first in his
family to matriculate and graduate from college. David is currently majoring in
management, and is considering law school. His passion for law stems from learning
about the esteemed legacies of Thurgood Marshall, and other prominent legal minds that
devoted their lives to working on behalf of African Americans. David also has an
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entrepreneurial spirit, and hopes to become involved in real estate and business
ownership.
Arnold. Arnold is an energetic, 19-year-old junior. He graduated from high
school in a rural community relatively close to MSSC. While in high school, Arnold
played football and participated in various extracurricular activities. One of his notable
activities was his service as a teen mentor to elementary school students through a
program developed by his high school. Arnold was raised by his mother, who steadily
supported his participation in higher education, and provides partial care for his son while
he attends college. His mother and much of his extended family have earned high school
diplomas. Arnold takes pride in participating in college, and realizes the uniqueness of
his feat within the context of his family culture. Arnold is majoring in accounting and
hopes to earn both a master’s and doctorate in business. His short and long-term career
goals are to work in a tax firm and become a Chief Financial Officer, respectively.
Skinner. Skinner is an analytical, 21-year-old junior from Alabama. He was
very involved in sports in high school, extracurricular activities that centered on science
and problem solving, and took advanced placement courses that challenged his learning.
Although both of Skinner’s parents earned high school diplomas, they had unwavering
expectations for him to attend college and earn a bachelor’s degree. Skinner had a brief
interest in law, but was resolute in transforming peoples’ lives through some other mean.
He finds that majoring in psychology is a better fit for him, and matches his current work
experience as a child behavioral technician. Skinner plans to earn a master’s and
doctorate degree in psychology, and has career aspirations to become a clinical
psychologist.
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Mike. Mike is a 19-year-old junior. He attended a multicultural, academically
centered, college preparatory high school in Tennessee. Although Mike was athletic and
played sports, he centered much of his attention on excelling in advanced placement
courses, which became central to his development. Both of his parents earned a high
school diploma. His mother attended art school, but did not finish due to becoming ill.
His father earned a bachelor’s degree in engineering from a public state institution, and
has a vocational certification in climate control. Mike is continuing his studies in cultural
geography, and aspires to earn a master’s degree in meteorology from Georgia Tech. In
his career, he anticipates leading research investigations on weather climates and
sustainability. Mike views himself as a trailblazer in his career pursuit, acknowledging
that relatively few African Americans are involved in weather research.
Tim. Tim is a humble, 22-year-old senior at MSSC. He is on track for
graduating in spring 2013 with a bachelor of business administration degree in
international business. The self-described honors student graduated from a
predominantly African American and Hispanic high school in a Mid-Southern city.
While in high school, Tim took advanced placement courses in English, Spanish,
European History, and World History. Tim’s mother attended some college and earned a
nursing certificate, and his father earned a bachelor’s degree in business. Shortly after
graduation, Tim plans to pursue a master’s in business administration. He anticipates
working in a corporation that deals with mergers and acquisitions. Though he
acknowledges the monetary potential working for a corporation, he views financial
success as secondary to giving back and helping to change the lives of people.
Overview of Study Participants
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In addition to the participant summaries, the table below delineates self-reported
data culled from the profile questionnaires, and includes information on the parental
educational background of each participant. These data are presented in table 2.
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Table 2
Participant Profile Information

Participant Age

Wesley

20

Tony

20

Wayne

22

Chris

22

Jordan

22

Major

Enrollment
Status

Management
Information
Systems

full-time

Health
Promotion &
Lifestyle
Management

full-time

Psychology

Management

History/African
American
Studies

full-time

full-time

full-time

Earned
Semester
Hours

116

60

129

87

122

Employment
Status

Goals After
Graduation

Obligations/
Concerns

Mother’s
Education

Father’s
Education

part-time, fulltime during
summer

pursue
master’s
degree in
management
information
systems

coping with
loss of best
friend

some
college

some
college

part-time

dental school

time
management,
paying tuition

associate’s
degree

unknown

working FT
while attending
school FT

some
college

juris
doctor

adjusting to
college, time
management,
paying tuition

HS
diploma

some
college

working FT
while attending
school FT,
time
management

bachelor’s
degree

HS
diploma

full-time

part-time

full-time
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pursue
master’s &
doctorate in
psychology
co-manage
family business
and pursue
master’s
degree in
psychology
pursue
master’s &
doctorate in
African
American
studies

(continued)
Participant Profile Information

Participant Age

Isaac

19

David

21

Arnold

19

Skinner

21

Mike

Tim

Major

Earned
Enrollment Semesters Employment
Status
Hours
Status

Graphic
Design

full-time

Management

full-time

Accounting

full-time

Psychology

full-time

19

Cultural
Geography

full-time

22

International
Business

full-time

67

113

41

75

62

142

not employed

full-time

not employed

full-time

not employed

part-time

Source. Profile Questionnaire Instrument
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Goals After
Graduation
pursue
master’s
degree in
computer
animation
employment
and law
school
pursue
master’s and
doctorate in
business
pursue
master’s and
doctorate
pursue
master’s
degree in
meteorology
pursue mba

Obligations/ Concerns

Mother’s
Father’s
Education Education

denied formal program
admission twice

HS
diploma

master's
degree

time management,
paying tuition

some
college

unknown

over involvement in
social media, providing
for son while in college

HS
diploma

HS
diploma

adjusting to college,
working FT while
attending school FT

HS
diploma

HS
diploma

past roommate conflict,
paying tuition

some
college

bachelor's
degree

loss of financial aid
eligibility

some
college

bachelor's
degree

Participant Summaries
The participant summaries reveal the diverse backgrounds, age, family
composition, and pre-college educational experiences. Yet in many ways, these men are
similar to each other. For instance, they all attended public high schools. All of the
participants expressed during the interviews the importance of participating, and gaining
knowledge in post-secondary education. Four of the participants took rigorous high
school courses; telling the importance to be academically ready, and equipped for
engaging in the higher education context. To varying degrees, the participants conveyed
how their families expected them to participate and graduate from college. In some
cases, the men outpaced their parents by becoming the first in their families to enroll in a
baccalaureate degree granting institution. Despite their expressed impediments, these
men are enduring through the higher education pipeline. They are engaging in various
organizational and leadership opportunities, developing meaningful relationships with
diverse members of the campus community, and establishing high expectations for their
own academic successes.
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Chapter 5
Findings
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand how African
American male undergraduate students persist at a predominantly white institution.
Utilizing data from in-depth interviews and critical incident reports from 11 participants,
the study revealed how African American men negotiated their way toward earning a
bachelor’s degree. Interviewing these men and analyzing critical incidents were
valuable, resulting in themes that espoused their ideas, actions, and desires to remain in
college through graduation. This chapter presents the findings from this study, and
includes discussion of themes that produced each finding.
Introducing the Themes
This section reports the emerged themes from the research study; each of which
were analyzed in relation to the stated research questions. By presenting these themes, I
set out to document the unique experiences of the men in this study; thus providing an
opportunity for others to understand better how they persist in higher education. The
emphasis during data collection was on letting the participants speak for themselves, and
share openly their experiences regarding persistence. To adequately portray their
perspectives, it was necessary to draw on direct quotations from the interview transcripts,
and to carefully analyze and interpret perceptual information from the critical incident
reports. These efforts allowed me to capture the meaning and complexities of the data,
which inevitably served to strengthen the research findings. Following discussion of the
findings, a brief summary will be presented and conclude each theme.
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Persisting in Higher Education
The first section is a discussion of the findings that support the first research question,
“How do African American male undergraduate students persist in higher education at a
predominantly white institution?” From the interviews with the 11 participants, six
themes emerged from this question:


Theme 1: Exposure to a rigorous high school curriculum



Theme 2: Encouragement or inspiration is essential



Theme 3: Having a sense of motivation



Theme 4: Educational aspirations beyond a bachelor’s degree



Theme 5: Involvement in campus-based organizations



Theme 6: Connecting with minority faculty and staff

The six themes were selected because they corresponded directly to the aforementioned
research question, and were consistent with the interview data. The first emerged theme,
“Exposure to a rigorous high school curriculum,” illustrates how cognitive factors and
access to college curricula contribute to college persistence for some of the men in this
study. The ensuing themes aptly illustrate how non-cognitive factors play in
understanding how undergraduate African American males persist in higher education.
Respectively, the latter themes broadly incorporate elements related to support, selfdetermination, aspiration, and engagement. Table 3 is a pictorial representation of the
emerged themes in relation to the first research question.

69

Table 3
Themes - Research Question 1
Themes

Data Collection Method

1. Exposure to a rigorous high school
curriculum

Semi-structured interviews

2. Encouragement or inspiration is
essential

Semi-structured interviews

3. Having a sense of motivation

Semi-structured interviews

4. Educational aspirations beyond a
bachelor’s degree

Semi-structured interviews

5. Involvement in campus-based
organizations

Semi-structured interviews

6. Connecting with minority faculty
and staff

Semi-structured interviews

Exposure to a rigorous high school curriculum. This first emerged theme
relates to how the participants’ high school curriculum prepared them to perform college
work, adjust, and persist in the higher education pipeline. Four of the participants were
exposed to advanced placement courses in high school. Though their experiences of
taking these courses varied, their narratives reflect how having access to college curricula
in high school shaped their efficacies to persist in higher education. In the following
paragraphs, these narratives are clarified through the lenses of Tim, Skinner, Wayne, and
Mike.
Tim shed some light on how taking four advanced placement courses in high
school prepared him to persist in college. He noted that participating in these courses
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taught him how to “manage a demanding curriculum and still be successful while doing
it.” Tim’s self-report of excelling in his advanced placement courses suggests that as a
perceptibly high achiever, he is more likely to persist in college than students not exposed
to rigorous high school courses (Strayhorn, 2008). Seemingly for Tim, and perhaps for
other high achieving African American men, the corollary to developing and persisting in
college is dependent on their capacities to negotiate demanding courses in high school.
This particular idea is consistent with the literature on academic ability and persistence
among the broad college student population (Stage & Hossler, 2000). Interestingly
enough, this idea also lends itself to being inconclusive, given that cognitive factors were
found to negatively impact persistence among African American students (D’Augelli &
Hershberger, 1993; Townsend, 1994).
Like Tim, Skinner was confident in his ability to succeed in most of his advanced
placement courses, commenting that the curriculum “could have been a little tougher than
what it was.” Even with his sense of comfort, Skinner did point to the relative challenge
of taking an advanced placement English course. During the conversation, he humbled
himself by acknowledging that the English course and teachers helped him develop his
writing skills. His experience is reflected here:
The high school that I went to was pretty good for the area that I was in. I was
part of the AP [advanced placement] program, which was an accelerated program.
I did take AP English. And so I was exposed to different styles of writing, as
opposed to a lot of my peers that I know from this university. Especially in the
English department [at his high school], the teachers kind of pushed the envelope
as to what was expected.
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The “push” that Skinner felt likely symbolizes the expectation that he develop critical
writing skills to be successful in college courses. His account exemplifies the importance
for African American college students to embrace and utilize core skills acquired from
taking rigorous high school courses; particularly since applying these skills is associated
with college persistence. For Skinner, his persistence was promoted by being challenged
through coursework and by his teachers.
Tim and Skinner reflected on how they incorporated skills and knowledge gained
from taking advanced placement courses in their college coursework. In contrast, Wayne
and Mike noted how their advanced placement courses shaped their expectations of
engaging in college coursework. Wayne said this about taking an advanced placement
course in European History:
[It] kind of gave me a glimpse of what college will be like. I found high school
pretty easy. I mean, it wasn’t that hard. I was an A-B student. In that AP
class…you couldn’t do the same things as in other classes. So it was challenging.
Wayne noted in his account that his European History course offered a challenge that his
other high school courses did not give him. Although confident in his abilities, Wayne
implied that his experience with this course gave him enough insight to know what it will
be like to take college courses. Mike shared similar insight, but offered a different
perspective tied to his own experiences. He said,
[The advanced placement courses] were very, very college like. Now that I’ve
come here to see how college classes are running, it is very hands off. Come to
class, they’ll lecture. And then that’s it. Then you’ll have this test on a certain
day. You come to class, take your test, and then you leave. And so it was kind of
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weird at the time [in high school]. But when I came to college, I would say that it
[taking advanced placement courses] really has helped me.
Aside from gaining a deeper learning experience, it is likely that the advanced placement
courses facilitated Wayne and Mike’s adjustment to the demands of college coursework.
Schwartz and Washington (2002) point to the importance of African American men
adjusting to their higher education institution, noting that a positive adjustment is tied to
their persistence. To some degree, African American men who are exposed to advanced
placement courses increase their academic readiness, and minimize the potential
adjustment issues that they will likely face during their college matriculation.
Summary of theme 1. Notwithstanding the importance of non-cognitive factors
in African American male persistence (Bennett & Bean, 1984; D’Augelli & Hershberger,
1993; Townsend, 1994), the research literature consistently supports how cognitive skills
developed in high school is associated with persistence among all college students (Stage
& Hossler, 2000). For the aforementioned men, being exposed to a rigorous high school
curriculum enabled their intellectual growth. They each offered relevant accounts on
how being exposed to advanced placement courses in high school shaped their persisting
behaviors in college. Both Tim and Skinner discussed how taking these courses
enhanced their academic preparation for college, thus enhancing their academic readiness
and persistence. Through careful introspect, Wayne and Mike acknowledged how taking
advanced placement courses shaped the way they take college courses; ultimately
changing their attitude around what it takes to persist and be successful in college.
Table 4 below shows that seven of the men in this study had neither access nor
exposure to a rigorous college curriculum in high school. This is evident from the
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participant data, which the men touched on the lack of high school curricula or course
offerings geared toward preparing them for college. The research literature bears out
these specific data, suggesting that school districts are not doing enough to ensure the
sufficiency of resources to prepare African American males for college (Holzman, 2010).
The findings from this particular section support the need for school districts and high
schools to devote critical resources to ensure that African American males have greater
access to college curricula.
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Table 4
Exposure to a Rigorous High School Curriculum
Participant

Enhancing College
Readiness

Attitude Toward
College Courses

No Curriculum
Exposure

Wesley

X

Tony

X

Wayne

X

Chris

X

Jordan

X

Isaac

X

David

X

Arnold

X

Skinner

X

Mike

X

Tim

X

Total

2

2

7

Encouragement or inspiration is essential. For many of the study’s
participants, encouragement and inspiration are at the center of their college persistence.
These men shared different views on how various people encouraged or inspired them to
persist and be successful in college. The following section reflects these views; and is
organized in relation to how family and peers encouraged or inspired these men to persist
in higher education.
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Family. Family members in particular were acknowledged in the responses of
eight participants as a source of encouragement and inspiration. The data revealed that
the men in this study received encouragement from both core and extended family
members. Skinner, for instance, takes pride in knowing that his parents are his biggest
cheerleaders for being successful in college. Not only did they set high expectations for
his success, but they constantly reminded him that he “can do this [be successful in
college].” Growing up in a single-parent household, Arnold’s mother had always
supported his endeavors. She made no exception to this when he matriculated in college.
In his own words, Arnold reflected on how his mother encouraged him to persist in
college:
Well I’m from out of town and I know every time I leave, she’d say study hard
[giggling]. I’d be like ‘ok, I will.’ And a lot of times, she’ll call and I can’t
answer because I’m in class. She likes to call during the day when I’m in class.
But I’ll call back you know…when I get out. When I speak to her, she’d be like
‘How’s your day?’…‘How’s your day been?’ Or ‘How’s your week been?’ if we
haven’t talked in a few days or so. ‘Have you been studying…keeping with your
academics…your books?’ And all this and that. She’s a pretty great encourager.
Although seemingly emphatic, this “checking-in” illustrates the role that Arnold’s mother
plays in fostering his college persistence. Her continued encroachment practices, coupled
with Arnold’s ongoing institutional commitment (Flowers, 2004-2005), should positively
shape Arnold’s persistence and educational success at MSSC.
David recalls from his early development watching his single mother work many
jobs to provide for him and his younger sister. He made clear from the first interview
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that her diligence inspires him to work hard and persist in college. Through this, David
expressed why it is important for him to persist in college:
I want to one day be able to tell her [his mother] that she doesn’t have to worry
about working anymore. I think every son who’s seen his mother work 2 or 3
jobs…or come home dead tired…and still manage to come home and cook…and
you know, make sure we’re taken care of. I want to be able to tell my mom that
‘You don’t even have to worry about money anymore.’ And also for my younger
sister, she’s in the 8th grade now. Most of the things that I do, I do for her [his
sister] so she can have a better life and have it easier than I had.
David seems poised to persist in college, largely because of the inspiration he draws from
his mother’s work ethic. Based on his own account, David is determined to persist not
only for shaping his educational path, but for changing his family’s socioeconomic
trajectory.
The narratives cited by both Arnold and David reveal the concern and regard both
their mothers had, and continue to have for their college success. Wayne took a moment
to share briefly how his mother, from her own position of not completing college, subtly
encouraged him to persist in higher education. He said,
She would always compare us to her. I mean, she would always say why she
didn’t finish school. She would always give us her experience. And tell us pretty
much not to follow the steps she did, but to go further.
This seemingly contrite, yet subliminal message from Wayne’s mother, symbolizes the
notion that many parents want more for their children than what they (parents) have. The
data from Wayne’s interview suggest that he indeed wants more than his parents, and
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hopes to surpass even his father’s educational and occupational feats. During the initial
interview, Wayne modestly acknowledged that his father’s accomplishment as an
attorney is what drives and encourages him to persist in college. He related this personal
endeavor to his father’s achievement, commenting that he is a “good example to look at
because he went to school twice…he’s achieved a lot in his career.” Wayne views his
father as a role model and as an inspiration for his own academic and occupational
successes. In this regard, Wayne’s father fulfills as a symbolic resource for Wayne to
progress across both educational and occupational pipelines. This fundamentally
illustrates that Wayne possesses a relatively high degree of cultural capital, and that this
capital in its emblematic form alludes to his ability to persist in various contexts (Braxton
& Hirschy, 2005).
Wayne is also encouraged to persist by the success garnered by his twin sister.
Here, he described the dynamic of their relationship, and then discussed her most recent
accomplishments; largely as a way to connect back to what he expects through his own
persistence:
I have a twin sister. For us being twins, we kind of compete. But uh, she’s
actually graduating this month [December 2012]. And, I look at everything that
she’s accomplished in her time at college. She went to summer school every
summer. She always put school before anything. When she graduates from the
nursing program, she already has a job. Already she had the job since…probably
I’d say June [2012]. And she just got hired at the ICU center. So she’s excited
about that. I see her accomplishing so much and I’m like well…if she’s doing
this then… [I can do it].
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Wayne regards his sister’s academic success and flourishing transition into her career as
“symbolic” and meaningful to his own persistence. This view, in addition to the high
regard held for his father, indicates how Wayne is inspired to persist and be academically
successful in college. This stance also exemplifies Wayne’s desires to move beyond
living in the shadows of success garnered by his father and sister.
Like Wayne, Jordan aspires, and is en route to persevere beyond the educational
and occupational merits of his family members. As noted earlier, his mother is pursuing
a master’s degree, and his father moved through the ranks to become the chief of police
in a small town. In acknowledging their accomplishments, and in envisioning his own
successes, Jordan aptly stated, “My parents are successful right now. So I can only hope
to be able to maintain half of the success they have right now.” Having recently
graduated from MSSC, their achievements are what inspired Jordan to persist toward a
bachelor’s degree. Jordan also acknowledged that he was moved to persist because of a
quote that his mother uttered to him since middle school. According to Jordan, his
mother stated, “Do what you go to do so you can do what you want to do.” From his
interview data, Jordan construed this quote as, “If I want to do something, I…I have to do
it in a certain way. I have to go about it in a certain way.” He interweaved his
interpretation with how he became responsible for directing his own persistence at
MSSC. To say the least, the indelible quote affirmed by Jordan’s mother lends to the
realization that he knows what it takes to persist in college, and is confident in his ability
to surpass his parent’s benchmark of success.
At an early age, Chris’ parents routinely encouraged him to be self-directed, and
to persevere in everything he did. Their intellect and wisdom around self-determination
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inspired Chris to indeed, progress in all he did. Comments like, “You have to be a gogetter,” and “The world don’t owe you anything,” all have been central to Chris’
determination to persist in college. Chris stated that “Those two quotes stuck with me,”
alluding to the lasting impact his parents had on his development, and decisiveness to
persist in college. Chris’ resolve to persist is guided in part by his commitment and goal
to graduate from MSSC. This is a probable supposition, given that committed students
have the wherewithal to successfully navigate higher education institutions (Braxton &
Hirschy, 2005).
Although core family members were central in encouraging persistence among
many of the participants, the findings from this theme also generated insights into how
extended family members encouraged or inspired some of the men in this study. For
instance, Mike is encouraged by the fact that most of his uncles persisted in college and
earned bachelor’s degrees; and how they each are currently pursuing masters’ and
doctoral degrees. Here, it could be surmised that the culture of educated men in Mike’s
family not only shapes his sense of belonging, but reflects his desire to persist in higher
education. To this same point, Mike stated that his uncles are “always on me” [about
being successful in college]. Wesley mentioned that his grandmother provides
encouragement and unconditional support of his college persistence and success.
Referencing his grandmother, he made this comment when asked about those who mostly
inspired his persistence:
I would say my grandmother, has been supportive of just about any crazy idea
that I could possibly think of [giggling]. Even when my mom was like ‘no.’
Even when my dad was probably like ‘hell no.’ My grandma…she just sees
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inside me that I have that drive and determination that, if it’s something that I
want to get done, and I figure a plan to do it, Imma get it done.
In hindsight, Wesley realized how central his grandmother was in fostering his
persistence at MSSC. He attributes much of his creativity and leadership, which have
also been integral to his persistence, to the ongoing encouragement and support received
from his grandmother.
Peers. Strayhorn (2008) noted the importance of peer encouragement in
stimulating persistence and academic achievement among African American men in
higher education. Nearly two-thirds of the men in this study reported that maintaining
friendships and connections with other African American men help to foster their
persistence in college. Mike, for instance, is comforted by knowing that many of his
African American peers at MSSC share the same goal of persisting and earning a
bachelor’s degree. This communal aspiration symbolizes the importance for African
American men to maintain positive relationships with other African American men on
campus; particularly since these connections are tied to academic achievement and
success (Fries-Britt, 1998).
Some instances from the interview data suggest that observing other educationally
oriented African American males help shape their persistence. Tim is one of the
participants exemplifying this idea through his own experience. As noted earlier, Tim is
on track for graduating in spring of 2013 with a degree in international business.
Observing the positive academic trajectories of his African American peers (current peers
and those who earned a degree at MSSC) is what inspires him to maneuver toward the
“final lap” in his own college trajectory. Tim stated that “seeing them [his peers] do well
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motivates me to do well,” and that their persistence “reminds me that I am close to the
finish line.” Similarly, Wesley noted that seeing African American peers from his
hometown exhibit academic achievement at their respective colleges inspires him to
persist and maintain high academic standards at MSSC. Tony is also inspired to persist
based on seeing his peers do well. In light of his observations, Tony stated, “students
around here [on campus] in general, I see them you know…doing good things.”
For Tony, “good things” signify the positive behaviors associated with being successful
in college. Tony directed his comment to his campus workplace setting; which in itself is
an environment permeated with at-risk undergraduate students and academic support
personnel.
The aforementioned reflections affirm the relative influence that peers have on
persistence. Chris’ own reflection is similarly affirming, but elucidates the reciprocal
influence that he and his peers have on each other; in their collective resolves to earn a
bachelor’s degree. This was Chris’ response when asked to discuss the individuals who
encourage his success in college:
Actually, it would be my peers. We came in together. Some people were here
before us. We pretty much encourage each other and we stay on each other. We
continue to remind each other that it’s not about the person who finishes first. It’s
just about the person who finishes. With that being said, I think my peers help me
the most. I would say my peers for the most part, is what keeps me going.
The comment as a whole illustrates the value of peer relationships in college settings.
More importantly, the comment substantiates the research literature showing that African
American men support and encourage each other’s academic success in college
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environments (Strayhorn, 2008). Without saying, the power of peer-to-peer
encouragement is evident in shaping college persistence among African American men.
Chris even made this clear, when he emphatically stated, “my peers for the most part, is
what keeps me going.”
Arnold takes pride in his affiliation with a brotherhood of African American male
peers through his participation in Project Empowerment (pseudonym), a student support
organization aimed at enhancing the retention of minority men at MSSC. He spoke
briefly about how his camaraderie of peers in Project Empowerment encourages his
persistence:
We [the student members of Project Empowerment] all encourage each other to
do well. Not to give up on anything. Especially some classes you know are going
to be a struggle. You know. We always have our [Project Empowerment]
brothers here to help us. I mean this is how it just goes.
Although not explicit in his remark, Arnold realizes that in part, his relationship with his
male African American peers in Project Empowerment keeps him going. Like Chris,
Arnold’s comment specifically illustrates the relevance of peer-to-peer encouragement in
shaping his persistence at MSSC.
Isaac brings a unique perspective on how he is inspired to persist in college.
Contrary to the other men in this study, Isaac’s persistence is shaped by peers who were
particularly encouraging of his free-lance artwork. He described how his peers
complimented his artwork, thus encouraging him to envision success beyond his own
persistence in college:
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My peers. They’ve seen my artwork. Cause I’ve created some flyers for MSSC.
They’ve seen that and they said ‘you can make real good money with this.’ I said,
‘I already know that [laughing]. It’s just something I love to do.’ They said, ‘just
keep that up because I know you will go far with this.’ They encouraged me to
continue my dream. Because I know it’ll be very valued if I do that in life.
Isaac’s passion for art speaks to the vision he has for his life. His passion, combined with
the encouragement received from his peers, should ensure his continued persistence in
college, and ultimately a high degree of occupational success. Isaac recognizes his
limitations for being successful in college, but is grateful for friends who encourage and
push him hard to achieve.
Summary of theme #2. Each participant in this study provided valuable insight
into how others encouraged or inspired their persistence at MSSC. As shown below in
table 5, eight of the eleven men discussed how core and extended family members
encouraged their persistence. Of the eight men, exactly half of them were directly
encouraged by members of their family to persist in college. For example, Skinner noted
in his interview that his parents are his biggest encouragers. Although they both earned
high school diplomas, they routinely voiced high expectations for his college success, and
frequently remarked on his potential to thrive as a college student. The latter half of
these men was inspired by the achievements reaped by their respective family members.
Wayne, for instance, watched how his father and sister gained success through their own
feats, and eventually recognized that his own achievements can be realized through his
own persistence.
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Table 5
Encouragers of Persistence
Participant

Family

Peers

Wesley

X

X

Tony

X

Wayne

X

Chris

X

Jordan

X

Isaac

X

X

David

X

X

Arnold

X

X

Skinner

X

Mike

X

Tim
Total

X
X

8

7

Table 5 also shows how seven of the men were encouraged or inspired by peers to
persist in college. Four of these men in particular were inspired simply by observing the
positive trajectories their peers have taken, and are taking toward a college degree. For
instance, as for Tim, seeing his peers advance toward the “final lap” of their
undergraduate trajectories motivated him to maintain the course of his own path toward
graduation. The three other men were directly encouraged by their peers to persist in
college. Mainly for Chris and Arnold, the campus spaces they became enmeshed in
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allowed for bonding with other African American men; by which these men actively and
mutually encouraged each other’s academic persistence and success. Project
Empowerment, in particular, serves as the space for Arnold to relish in an encouraging
environment among other African American men.
Distinctively, Wesley, Chris, Arnold, and Mike each reported how both family
and peers were encouraging or inspirational to their persistence at MSSC. The collective
insights from these four men, above all, show how important it is for African American
men to develop and sustain a strong network of family members, peers, and other persons
who can effectually bolster their persistence toward graduation. Networking in higher
education is not a novel idea. In fact, Strayhorn (2008) had long contended the link
between building connections with others and being successful in higher education,
namely among African American students. D’Augelli and Hershberger (1993) also noted
the importance of networking, citing that African American students begin their college
experiences with fewer resources and sources of support.
Having a sense of motivation. Aside from encouragement and inspiration, the
men in this study possess a healthy sense of motivation to persist in higher education.
The emerged data confirmed that as a group, their motivations to persist are driven by
core beliefs and values they hold for themselves, and by ideas about impacting the life of
others. Each participant imparted what drives them personally to be successful in college
and earn a degree. The following section reflects their views as examined across these
three broad areas: (a) earning a degree and occupational choice, (b) making a difference,
and (c) not wanting to become a statistic. Table 6 is a representation of how participants
reported what motivates them to persist in higher education.
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Table 6
Motivators for Persistence
Participant

Occupational
Choice

Wesley

X

Tony

X

Wayne

X

Chris

X

Making a
Difference

Jordan
Isaac

Not Being a
Statistic

X
X

David

X

Arnold

X

X

Skinner

X

Mike

X

Tim

X

X

Total

9

3

X

2

Occupational choice. When discussing personal motivators for persisting in
college, a substantial majority of participants expressed that earning a college degree
permits them to have wider career and occupational choices. Nine of the men in this
study referenced occupational choice as an important outcome for persisting in college.
This comes to no surprise, given the established correlation between earning a bachelor’s
degree and stable employment and financial stability (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
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For six of these nine men, having a firm sense of what they want do in life shapes
their motivation to persist. Wesley is one of the participants motivated to persist,
realizing his potential to emerge in the field of management information systems. He
expressed in his interview an appreciation for relevant work experiences, and the
ingenuity he held as a child for shaping his persistence and professional development.
He said,
I’m currently employed at [company withheld] working on the business IT
[Information Technology] side of it. Last year, I worked on the uh…more
technical hardware…I guess techy side of the business. So, it’s definitely lining
100 percent with my career goals. And now that I look back at it at a young age, I
was kind of always involved in IT. I would, you know, tear the computer apart
[laughing]. So, I guess I knew it was kind of destined for me.
This comment speaks to the passion and “deep motivation” Wesley has for becoming a
management and information systems professional. In part, he credited his father for the
“many days” spent helping him learn the value of education, and the importance of
persisting in college to achieve his passion.
Tim did not express his passion explicitly as did Wesley. He did articulate
through his reserved disposition his own potential for making a mark in corporate
America working in mergers and acquisitions. Like many college students, Tim is
cognizant of the need to persist and graduate from college so he can attain his
professional and financial goals. There is no doubt that Tim will maintain the course and
actualize these goals, especially given that his graduation in spring 2013 is on the
horizon. Presumably, the trajectory toward Tim’s graduation has been marked by
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personal choices and behaviors, which have shaped his persistence toward the end of the
pipeline (Stage & Hossler, 2000). Arnold’s motivation to persist is guided by his longterm goal of becoming a Chief Financial Officer in corporate America. He wants to “get
as far in business” as he can, and hopes that securing an internship with a tax firm would
be foundational to this undertaking. In their own ways, both Tim and Arnold seem to
emanate confidence in their abilities to be successful in corporate America. The essence
of their conviction centers on their knack for linking persisting in college to having
flexibility in choosing a career. This is an important insight, given that many African
American college students fail to visualize this connection (Leppel, 2002).
Respectively, Tony and Wayne realize that persisting and graduating from college
is the first step toward becoming a dentist, and an industrial and organizational
psychologist. Tony’s aspiration to become a dentist was firmly rooted in high school
after reading a book about three young African American men from Newark, NJ who
made a “pact” to become doctors, in the midst of their own collective odds. Tony
conveyed how these men inspired his choice to become a dentist, thus informing his
motivation to persist:
…my mom gave me this book when I was in high school called the Pact about
these three dentists. It was these three guys…they was like from bad
neighborhoods. And now they all…you know, they all made [it] from those bad
situations…they ended up going to dental school or medical school. They ended
up making something out of themselves…so that’s part of the reason why I want
to become a dentist. I know [that] to be a dentist, you have to go to college. You
got to get a [bachelor’s] degree.
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Important to Tony, the actualization of these three men becoming doctors was significant
for his motivation to persist. He is cognizant that his application to dental school is
conditional to his continued persistence at MSSC. Subsequently, matriculating and
graduating from dental school permits him the opportunity to pursue his chosen
profession as a dentist.
Contrary to his initial goal of becoming a clinical psychologist, Wayne revealed
during the follow-up interview his intent to become an industrial and organizational
psychologist. Confirming this aspiration helped Wayne realize how earning a bachelor’s
degree in psychology might help advance him toward his career goal. Wayne is driven to
persist in college and toward his career goal because of the “shape of the economy.”
More so, he is driven to persist, knowing the potential he has to achieve occupational
stability and thrive in an economy that is to come. Wayne expressed through his own
experiences and observations, concern about the collective failure of African American
students not persisting in college, and discussed its downside in relation to changing
economies:
I really saw the importance of education in the economy. I also feel…Black
people who were working in companies for 20…20 or so years. They get laid off,
and they don’t have any educational background…the jobs that, which was close
to what they had. And I’ve heard many personal stories of people that have all
experienced job loss and what not…tell me that whatever you do, stay school and
finish. Cause then, all of this education is um…investing in yourself.
Wayne summed up the likely impact of failing to persist in higher education in an
evolving economy. In directing his comment toward “Black people,” he emphasized how
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their persistence and graduation from college could potentially counter the conditions
related to job loss; thus having an inevitable and negative impact on financial shortfalls.
Perhaps for Wayne, “personal stories of people” may be the essential narratives for
Wayne to maintain his academic trajectory at MSSC.
Mike is another participant who is firm in what he wants to do in life. He is
convinced that earning a bachelor’s degree in cultural geography will lead to a promising
career in meteorology and weather research. He unapologetically stated that his
“ultimate goal is to use geography as a pre-requisite for meteorology. And this obviously
is in graduate studies.” Mike’s assertion of his “ultimate goal” may signify a high degree
of motivation he has for persisting in higher education, and pursuing his career goals. At
the surface, his motivation may seem wholly based on his own discernment of being
successful in higher education. In fact, his motivation to persist is due in part to a family
culture that cultivates college attendance and persistence. Mike clarified below how his
family context and ideology shaped his conviction to persist at MSSC. He said,
Coming from the family that I came from. My dad went to college and so I guess
it was an expectation that I go to college. It’s always this huge thing [in his
family] that you have to go to college in order to have a certain job. So, you just
kind of go. I can’t really explain why. It’s just the funniest thing. It’s the thing
to do.
For these six men, having a vision to earn a degree and develop into a successful
professional is what drives their motivation to persist. Relative to this theme, their
interview data suggest they have a deep intellect for linking the need to be successful in
college and pursuing the occupational of their choice. This finding contradicts the notion
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that African American male college students are less likely to see the value in persisting
in college and post-graduation employment opportunities. The finding also confirms that
like their “other” student counterparts, African American men with expectations of
acquiring their choice of employment or profession are likely to persist and be satisfied
with their college experience (Leppel, 2002).
In their own way, three of the participants related the importance of persisting in
college to having flexibility in occupational or career choice. Chris spoke briefly about
his option to attend college, and what motivates him to finish. He said,
You pretty much have options after high school. You can just work at a job and
work your way up. Or go to school and you know, find a career. That’s
longevity. So, that [going to college] was my only option. I am the first to go to
college…and actually that’s going to finish. My parents started college but they
had my brother. They kind of dropped out. I just knew that I was going to
college and was going to finish and actually help my family.
Chris understands that many students choose not to cross the bridge into the higher
education pipeline. He recognizes that his own persistence in college may lead to better
employment options for him long-term. Further, he desires flexibility in employment
choice that comes from having formal education, despite the relative success comanaging a sustaining family’s business.
According to Isaac, his parents persuaded him that persisting and graduating from
college was a good investment in his future. Isaac framed his parents’ thinking in this
manner:
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They told me that college was going to get you a huge opportunity. And it’s
going to be life changing. You’ll get a very good job. You have a better chance
of getting a very good job than if you just don’t go to college.
Isaac was not the least skeptical about his parents coaxing, acknowledging that he
“believed them, too” [his parents’ persuasiveness]. His interview data show that
subsequent to learning about the benefits of earning a degree, Isaac acquainted himself of
the many entrepreneurial opportunities in the field of computer animation and graphic
design. The mere thought of having his own company and “making a lot of money”
motivates Isaac to persist at MSSC. Like Isaac, Skinner also is motivated to make lots of
money, but in the spirit of carrying out his passion. He articulated how persisting in
higher education and successively earning terminal degrees in psychology could help him
become stable occupationally and financially.
I mean…the fact that I can make a substantial [financial] living off of my degree.
And if I go and specialize in whatever field…and I take my education further, I
know that somehow it will work itself out where I can be financially stable, and I
can enjoy doing something I love to do. So the combination of being able to
enjoy something you love to do.
As expected, the majority of participants in this study view their persistence in relation to
broadened career or entrepreneurial opportunities; which for them is associated with
financial stability. Their eventual transitions out of college and engagement with these
opportunities should help them realize these outcomes (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
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Making a difference. Without a doubt, achieving occupational and financial
stability is a significant outcome for African American male college students and
graduates. Two study participants who espouse this also believe that making a difference
in the lives of others is similarly important. Tim stated it plain and simple, noting that he
is compelled to persist because he hopes to “make a difference in other people’s lives.”
For Tim, this means carrying out his passion for helping others navigate and develop in
their career paths after they graduate from college.
Jordan also is motivated to persist, specifically because of his desire to make a
difference in the lives of African American males. In his interview, he expressed
concerns related to the negative experiences and portrayal of young African American
males in society and in education. Despite the frustration he holds for the prevailing
problems that plague many African American males, Jordan believes that persisting and
earning a degree will equip him with the knowledge and skills to make a difference in the
classroom. This is what he said in this regard:
Me personally, I don’t like the way African American males are…young men are
growing up, and are being raised here in [city omitted]. Especially in the schools
and school system. So, one of my choices that I was trying to decide on is if I
was gonna go back into a high school and teach them for a while. I want to go
back just to show them ‘you can make it.’ Help try to guide them… [just like]
how my teacher back in high school kind of helped guide me.
Jordan’s interview data suggest that his position and experience as an African American
male gives him a unique perspective on how to make a difference. He offered this brief
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perspective, given his familiarity with the seemingly endless problems that afflict the
African American community:
I see that many [African American] people that’s not doing anything. You
know…real meaningful to me. And some of it’s not their fault. Some just don’t
have the resources. They don’t know how to get it [the resources to enhance their
well-being]. Because for one, they haven’t seen it. For two, maybe there isn’t
somebody trying to reach out to them.
The above comment does little justice to illustrate the passion that Jordan has for
shaping the lives of young African American males. He believes that persisting in
college and through the graduate school pipeline will give him the knowledge and
confidence to transform his passion into deeds that make a difference and have a lasting
impact on African Americans. Unlike Tim and Jordan, Arnold is motivated to persist so
that he can make a difference in his own life. He is aware of his identities as male and
African American, and how these characteristics could potentially impact his trajectory in
education, and his eventual stance in society. Arnold noted that persisting in college will
help him develop and become a “better person” and “educated man.” He detests the
usual trajectory of falling “into the stereotype of the typical Black male,” which have
been characterized in Polite and Davis (1999) as being lazy, threatening and uneducable,
among others.
While trivial to some, the insights shared by these three men are important for
understanding the reasons African American men persist in higher education.
Particularly for Tim and Jordan, their desire to make a difference likely depicts the value
that some African American men may hold about giving back to others. This assumption
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obscures the vast research literature, and complicates this study’s earlier finding that
African American men are driven to persist mainly because of employment and financial
gains.
Not being a statistic. The findings from this theme revealed that for two of the
participants, their motivation to persist in higher education is linked to not wanting to
become a statistic. From his viewpoint, David defined what it means to be a statistic:
Whether it be a deadbeat father. Or a kid who drops out of high school because
he wants to smoke his life away or join a gang. Or in high school or in college,
when a guy parties too much, and he decides he doesn’t want to finish school
anymore. His grades are failing and all of this, and he just takes the easy road
out…and just dips out.
David made clear his intent for not falling trap to the social ills or crimes that plague his
urban community. He understands the personal consequence of not persisting in college,
saying “If I don’t become a success, I’ll become a statistic, and I refuse to become that.”
David remains committed to persist and earn a college degree, and articulated his
commitment in this manner:
I’ve always stated that I would never drop out of college…and especially high
school. I’ve always stated that…I’ve always felt that I was born with something
that other people don’t have. I am here [at MSSC] for a purpose. And I try to
serve that purpose. And that’s been my driving force [to persist and earn a
degree]…besides my family, of course.
David’s comment signifies a high degree of certainty for being successful, and is
foundation for him to reject becoming a statistic.
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In response to what motivates him to be successful in college, Mike also
emphatically stated, “I don’t want to be another statistic.” Mike and David were reared
nearly 200 miles from each other and have distinct life experiences. Yet, they share
similar ideologies about persisting and being successful in college. Mike particularly
articulated that maintaining his present trajectory and making the best of his college
experience will lead to earning a degree. Here is what he said, in view of being
successful, and with the inevitable intent to avoid becoming a statistic:
I don’t want to be another guy that just comes to college and just gets a job. I
want to come to college, do well here, meet people, [and] network. Have a job
that contributes to society. Rather than have a job that just makes money.
Because money is not a huge priority of mine, to be honest with you.
Summary of theme 3. This section accounted for what motivates African
American men to persist in higher education. The data showed that as a whole,
understanding the link between an earned degree and future occupational opportunities
was pivotal for most participants in deciding to maintain their present higher education
trajectories. Tim and Jordan tied persistence and earning a degree to making a difference
in the lives of others. While they both gave meaningful examples of how they might
make a difference, they were still mindful of persisting with the goal of becoming
professionals in their respective careers. Arnold was also focused on persisting to make a
difference, but for his own betterment. He recognizes that as an African American male,
he will have to continue negotiating the recurrent challenges that most African American
men encounter every day. Last, David and Mike were motivated to persist because they
did not want to become a statistic. They formed mental representations of success, and
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made clear during their interviews their resolve to not become statistics, and to triumph
against all odds.
Educational aspirations beyond a bachelor’s degree. Strayhorn (2008) stated
that African American men with graduate school aspirations “were significantly more
likely to persist in college than those who aspired to attain less education” (p. 79). This
finding is plausible because of its relationship to the tenets of “goals” and
“commitments,” two relevant constructs from interactionalist theory that support the
explanation of student persistence in higher education (Braxton et al., 2004). Aspiration
is theoretically important to student persistence, and is deemed useful for illustrating the
findings that emerged from this theme. The findings reveal that the men in this study all
aspire to earn educational credentials beyond a bachelor’s degree. The data supporting
this finding showed how most participants linked earning a graduate degree to increased
opportunities in their respective fields. This section delineates the graduate school
aspirations held by the participants in this study. In different ways, the discussions
illustrate the way each participant tied their educational aspirations to persisting in higher
education.
Wesley discussed the relationship between his educational aspirations and
occupational goal:
Definitely my educational goals as of coming on the horizon would definitely be
getting my bachelor’s degree. But I did some research and thinking over the
summer. And I kind of came up with the understanding and sense that I would go
on to get my master’s in computer science. So on the short-term and long-term,
those are my goals as of right now. So, I would actually go on to get my MIS
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[management and information systems] degree in grad school. That is definitely
connected to my career goals.
Wesley shared and confirmed his aspiration to earn a master’s degree, which would
facilitate his entry into the field of management and information systems. Contemplating
his educational goals helped Wesley to solidify his commitment to persist in higher
education.
Tony’s entrepreneurial goal is to own a dental practice. As mentioned earlier, he
knows that to achieve this goal, he must first persist and earn a bachelor’s degree,
matriculate and continue in dental school, and graduate with a professional degree in
dental surgery. Tony clarified his ambition to reach this pinnacle when he said, “I plan
on getting my bachelor’s degree in health promotion and lifestyle management. And then
I plan on going, after I graduate, to [name of dental school] and try to get my DDS to
become a dentist.” Tony’s comment illustrates the epitome of an ambitious student set
out to achieve his goals. Appropriately, scholars generally agree that ambition is what
shapes persistence among African American men (Strayhorn, 2008). Tony’s ambition is
consistent with an early vision he had for pursuing learning opportunities beyond high
school. He stated,
I don’t want to just stop at a high school diploma because you really can’t do too
much with it these days. And so, my mom [began] speaking to me about going to
college. Knowing that you have someone there that’s pushing you towards not
giving up and towards completing your goal of getting a degree. From a fouryear degree and continuing further beyond that.
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Tony’s specific comment, “From a four-year degree and continuing further beyond that,”
foretells of his commitment to persist and ascend sequentially from one educational
pipeline to another. Tony is likely to achieve his short-term goal of becoming a dentist,
and his long-term goal of owning a private dental practice if he persists successfully
across the undergraduate and graduate pipelines.
Wayne is currently a psychology major, and aspires to earn graduate degrees in
psychology so that he can become an industrial and organizational psychologist. This
goal is not too distant for Wayne, given how close he is to finishing his undergraduate
tenure at MSSC. Wayne made this comment on the outlook of his educational trajectory:
“I have two more semesters. I can always do a course to finish out and obtain my
bachelor’s. And go back, get my master’s, and possibly go back to get my doctoral
[degree].” Wayne feels that earning a bachelor’s degree in psychology will prevent him
from attaining his career goal. He said, “Well for the major I’ve chosen…psychology.
You really can’t do anything with a bachelor’s, so you got to have a master’s.” This
simple remark symbolizes Wayne’s aspiration to earn at least one graduate degree in
psychology.
Skinner also is a psychology major, and expressed similar feelings about
possessing a bachelor’s degree in this field. The former pre-law major discovered that
through past and current work experiences, helping children with behavior and emotional
disorders is a better fit for him. Skinner’s experiences led to his short-term educational
aspiration to pursue a master’s degree in psychology. He offered a rationale for his
educational goals below, and connected these goals to future work in the field of
psychology:
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My original plan when I first enrolled at MSSC was to go pre-law. And then
become this established lawyer. But as I moved forward, I found that it’s not
about what makes you money, it’s about what you enjoy doing. And right now, I
work as a behavioral technician at an early intervention in [city omitted]. And
what I found is working with kids is what I love to do. So why not do that. So I
changed my major to psychology. And my overall goal is to get my master’s and
become a behavioral analyst. And to go back and get my doctorate so I can
become a clinical psychologist.
Wayne and Skinner view graduate school as a mean for realizing their career goals in
psychology. Their interview data suggest that they are determined to maintain their
educational aspirations to actualize the passion they have to become psychologists.
Chris and Jordan explored the possibility of pursuing doctoral degrees in the
future. Chris did not connect his doctoral aspiration to any specific goal, but shared the
common rhetoric that “you can’t do anything without [an] education nowadays.” Despite
his indefinite aspirations, Chris still views persisting in college and earning a bachelor’s
degree as the “gateway” for pursuing graduate education. He substantiated his belief,
citing that “college is needed to succeed in life,” and that “education is very beneficial.”
Almost certainly, Chris articulated the value he has for learning beyond a bachelor’s
degree, perhaps compelled to learn for his personal benefit or other interest (Merriam,
2001).
“I want to have my doctorate. I know [having a] master’s comes first. But I
won’t be happy educational wise until I receive my Ph.D.” This statement conveys the
strong aspiration that Jordan has for earning a Ph.D., linking it to his ultimate goal of
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becoming a professor. By earning a Ph.D., Jordan hopes to be a role model and inspire
success for young African American students. He also anticipates working to address the
plight that African American men experience in inner-city communities and in education.
Jordan personifies the persisting African American man in higher education, in
part because of his recent graduation from MSSC, but mainly because of his success in
navigating the challenges that come with persisting at predominantly white institutions.
To some extent, the confidence he exuded for persisting and graduating is what shaped
his aspiration to pursue graduate education. Stage and Hossler (2000) support this idea,
citing that matriculated students who are confident in their ability to succeed in college
are more likely to persist. Jordan’s aspiration might also be related to his satisfaction as a
student at MSSC. This is a likely proposition, given the literature citing that “satisfaction
is based partly on the college experience and partly on life following college” (Leppel,
2002, p. 436). This idea is congruent with earlier findings from Bennett and Bean
(1984), when they learned the importance of satisfaction to persistence among African
American men. For Jordan, life after college signifies an enduring journey to achieve his
educational goals of earning both masters and doctorate degrees. His interview data
show that he has this aptitude, given the choices and actions he has already taken for
shaping his past trajectory.
The other men in this study also expressed educational aspirations beyond a
bachelor’s degree. Mike aspires to earn a master’s degree in meteorology with the intent
of becoming a weather researcher. He stated, “I want to graduate from MSSC,
obviously…with a bachelor’s of arts degree.” This statement shows Mike’s commitment
to achieve this goal, especially given that early commitment to graduate positively shapes
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persistence (Berger & Lyon, 2005). In the end, Mike’s persisting behaviors are
influential to his commitment and matriculation into graduate school.
Isaac is committed to pursuing a master’s degree in computer science, but
pondered longer on his decision than the other men in this study. He acknowledged that
“it was a little hard to think about. I wasn’t sure if I want to get a master’s or continue on
with a doctorate. But I made my decision to get my master’s in art school.” After some
reflection, Isaac learned that matriculating into some art school is contingent on his
commitment to persist and graduate from MSSC. Tim and Arnold’s career goals were
explained earlier. Their educational aspirations for pursuing a master’s degree in
business administration relate to their respective career goals. Tim clarified an important
trajectory for achieving his career goal. He stated that he needs to “first finish
undergrad” and then “attend graduate school and get a MBA.” For each of the men in
this study, “finishing undergrad” is the shared and expected outcome for persisting in
college. This outcome even applies to David, as he has aspirations to attend law school
after graduation.
Summary of theme 4. On the whole, students with initial goals and aspirations
are likely to persist in college (Bean, 1982; Pascarella, Smart, Ethington, & Nettles,
1987). Similarly, African American men with educational aspirations beyond a college
degree are just as likely to persist (Strayhorn, 2008). The men in this study each
conveyed their post-bachelor’s educational aspirations; relating how fundamental their
persistence was to these aspirations. For the most part, they expressed interest in
pursuing advanced studies as a way to build up their occupational prospects (Barton &
Coley, 2010) or to develop their entrepreneurial goals. While a few of the participants
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formed their educational aspirations prior to entering college, the majority of them
materialized their aspirations during college. This finding contradicts the assumption
made by Stage and Hossler (2000) that educational aspirations materialize during formal
schooling experiences. The finding suggests the need for additional research to explore
the experiences that shape how African American men formulate aspirations while in
college.
Involvement in campus-based organizations. Theoretical retention models
suggest that in part, student persistence hinges on the capacity of students to engage
effectively with the existing social structures of their campuses (Tinto, 1993). Not only
are these structures important for social interchange among students, they promote
“student involvement in clubs, organizations, and other activities” (Simmons, 2013, p.
69). Most of the participants in this study engaged in campus-based organizations;
illustrating scholarly regard to the importance of these organizations in enhancing
persistence (Kuk & Manning, 2010). All of them consider their involvement in student
organizations as essential to their persistence. The findings from this theme reveal how
involvement in campus-based organizations shapes persistence among African American
men. Some of the men reported extensive participation in various campus-based
organizations; and centered much of their discussion on their involvement in a student
organization devoted to increasing retention among minority men.
Wesley described his extensive involvement in many different campus-based
organizations. He mentioned:
When coming to college, I got involved with Project Empowerment. I got
involved with Up ‘til Dawn. And student government association. Those were
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the main ones I was involved in. I dipped a little bit over into Black Student
Association. These past two years, I never allocated my time toward that. I do
plan on this upcoming school year to give more focus to Black Student
Association. Uh…I think that’s something I should be involved in.
Wesley’s membership in these organizations helps him to acquire the capital
needed to persist in higher education (Strayhorn, 2008). Aside from serving MSSC
through membership in campus-based organizations, Wesley also functions in leadership
roles as president of Project Empowerment, and president of his fraternity chapter. He
takes particular pride in his presidency of Project Empowerment, stating how the
organization under his leadership continues to grow and promote the persistence of
African American and other minority males. Wesley described briefly the organization’s
efforts to recruit minority males; and the importance of this effort in shaping persistence
among the organization’s members and student leadership team. He said,
Actually, I’d say it [beginning with Wesley’s own recruitment] started in
orientation…just like we’re doing now. We have representatives from the
organization there at the table. Getting young freshmen signing up to get
involved with this organization [Project Empowerment]. Because the mission of
the organization is to increase the retention and graduation rates of minority
males. So, getting them soon as they…touch a good toe nail on the campus.
Wesley’s brand of early recruitment not only speaks to the tradition of recruiting for
Project Empowerment, but also to the value of helping minority men realize early the
organization’s role in promoting retention and persistence.
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Like Wesley, Isaac is involved extensively in campus-based organizations; and
also serving in student leadership positions within these organizations. He first described
the different organizations he is involved in on campus:
It’s quite a lot. As of right now, it’s Black Student Association. I was in [name
of Leadership Institute]. I was in LeaderShape. I was uh…vice-president of the
chess club. And now I’m the president of the African Student Association. And
I’m the co-chair for public relations in Project Empowerment.
Project Empowerment is particularly important to Isaac because it gives him a sense of
belonging, and inspires him to be successful in college. He described his sentiments in
this manner:
And my activities in Project Empowerment. With those activities, you have really
good people…the same people who are the same color as you. And all trying to
achieve a well above [grade point] average. And you want to be in that setting,
too. To be inspired to be successful. I’m now actually a courageous person.
Ambitious. Kind of gifted. Uh…a quick learner. I’m confident and have selfrespect.
Isaac appears encouraged by the way Project Empowerment shapes his
persistence, noting that the organization “really shaped me to be who I am right now.”
He also appreciates how his membership and leadership roles in Project Empowerment
allow him to preserve his ethnic identity within the context of a predominantly white
institution (Padilla et al., 1997). Among many factors, Harper (2005) espoused that
students with extensive leadership involvement are committed to persist in college and be
successful beyond the confines of their higher education experiences. To a certain extent,
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Wesley and Isaac exemplify this, given their extensive leadership involvement in various
campus-based student organizations.
Arnold referenced his involvement in multiple campus-based organizations,
including the MSSC chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People, Blue Crew, Black Student Association, and Project Empowerment. He noted that
his involvement in these organizations shapes his persistence. For Arnold, being
involved “kind of drives you…keeps you going. You’re seeing other college students
that you know. Like hey…I want to be successful, as well.” Arnold discussed
specifically how his involvement in Project Empowerment shapes his persistence, and the
persistence of other members.
As did Wesley and Isaac, Arnold echoed in his own way, Project Empowerment’s
goal of improving the graduation rates for minority men. He said that “when you join the
organization, we’re actually encouraging you to stay with [Project Empowerment] as
long as you’re in college. We want you to continue to be a member…so that you can
persist.” It is evident that Arnold takes pride in maintaining an active presence in many
campus-based organizations; even though he regrets not being involved in other
organizations. What is important, though, is his growing awareness to balance academic
engagement and maintain moderate involvement in campus-based organizations.
Arnold’s awareness perhaps signifies his responsiveness to uphold his priorities and
focus on persisting in college.
The preceding discussion began with insights from Wesley, Isaac and Arnold.
More than the other men in this study, these men were highly involved in multiple
campus-based organizations. They embodied what it means to commit and be engaged
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into campus life, thus increasing the odds of their persistence (Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005). For different reasons, the other men in this study did not have the same level of
engagement as these three men. Nonetheless, they still were able to connect their
organizational involvement to how they persist in higher education. For instance,
fundamental to Mike’s higher education experience and persistence is his involvement in
Project Empowerment and Campus Outreach, which is a campus-based religious life
organization. His membership in Project Empowerment is important to his persistence
because of the framework it provides for being successful in college. Like other
participants with some involvement in Project Empowerment, Mike shares the same goal
of persisting and graduating from college. He described the organization’s push to ensure
that each member can be academically successful and achieve this goal; which in part is
driven by earning a relatively high grade point average.
[As an organization], we are very concerned about your grades. We try to keep a
club. We try to keep the whole club enrollment GPA above 3 [3.0 GPA]. And so
that’s a huge challenge for all of us to keep it above three-0. Which is a challenge
for…more so for some people than others. But, it’s still a good goal to have.
Like ok…three-0. Let’s have that for everybody.
Similar to Isaac, Mike’s membership in Project Empowerment also affirms his
African American identity. He expressed comfort with the “home-like” environment of
Project Empowerment, stating that “it’s cool being around a bunch of people that are
your same color, and have the same aspirations [to persist].” Mike’s comfort relates to
the idea cited in Guiffrida and Douthit (2010), that involvement in ethnic-based student
organizations are useful in bridging the gap between a student’s predominantly white
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campus and their home environment. As such, having comfort and a sense of belonging
in nurturing spaces embedded within ostensibly hostile spaces, can thrust African
American men to persist in higher education.
In addition to Project Empowerment, Mike’s involvement in Campus Outreach
also has an effect on how he persists in higher education. He emphasized that above all,
his participation in Campus Outreach is significant for developing his religiosity and
spirituality. Secondarily, the organization inspires Mike to persist in college for reasons
beyond the convention of earning a college degree. He offered some clarity around this,
explaining that
[While in] college, you have motivation to just do good work. But a Christian
organization gives you motivation to do good work and why…you know what
I’m saying. So it kind of gives you that…‘Why am I doing this?’ And so, it gives
you…I would say, even more motivation to do well. Because somebody’s always
watching. You know, stuff like that. Not just do it [persist and be successful]
because the teacher says so, because your friends say so. It’s actually following
your religion at the same time. So it’s really cool.
Essentially, Mike’s participation in Campus Outreach stimulates him to examine what
reasons motivate him to persist, beyond any reasons related to personal benefit or selfservice interests.
Tony’s academic and work priorities inhibited his commitment to engage fully in
campus-based student organizations. Notwithstanding this impediment, Tony
participated sporadically in Project Empowerment as a freshman, and related his
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experience to how the organization inspired him to endure toward the end of the higher
education pipeline. Tony said,
As far as school and academics and everything. It seems they really relayed to us
that school was important. And you know…us being Black males, a lot of Black
males don’t finish school. And so they really encouraged us to make sure we did
what we had to do in order to stay in school…finish and not give up.
Chris also relinquished his involvement in campus-based organizations; citing the
need to prioritize responsibilities related to academic work and raising his young
daughter. Like some of men in this study, Chris was recruited to take part in ethnic-based
student organizations on campus. He described the course of his involvement, and shed
light on why he became less involved:
Well when I first got here, I started out in BSA, Black Student Association and
Project Empowerment. Of course, I think every African American started here
[laughing]. Those are the ones that target you [African American students] at
orientation. Started out with those two. But as time went on, I wanted to focus
only on my studies. And um…I was in the gym more, so I did a lot of intramural
sports. That was my area at the time. So at the moment, I’m not as active in any
organizations. I’m just focused on my studies and my life outside of school.
That’s enough on my plate.
Although he disengaged himself from these organizations, Chris shared during his
interview how Project Empowerment was consistent to its mission of supporting and
nurturing minority men. He said,
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BSA…it was kind of like…we met and had meetings. But it wasn’t hands-on at
all. I would show up for meetings and we’d talk and discuss issues. But as far as
Project Empowerment, we played together. Did homework…studied together.
So that was a little more hands-on. Went out together. You know, socialized.
So, I think Project Empowerment was very helpful…uh, very supportive.
Skinner tried to engage in campus-based organizations. He acknowledged
attending a few meetings of Project Empowerment, and also spent some time during his
early college experience participating with other freshmen in a campus-based mentoring
program. Despite his interest to be actively involved in campus organizations, Skinner
revealed that work priorities prohibited him from making long-term commitments. He
commented:
What I found is [that] when you’re working so many hours. And you’re working
so many hours and have to be in class, it makes it very difficult to kind of
participate in clubs, to find times to manage, or to consistently to a meeting. I
think working and class is just dominating my schedule. My position at my job
changed. So my responsibilities changed. So the times that I’m spending at my
job, and spending with different clients is increasing. So, [organizations] kind of
just fell off.
In integrating himself into the social sphere of campus, Skinner managed to find time to
take part in the freshmen mentoring program. He viewed his participation as useful for
connecting with others, who can help shape his persistence and college success. He
described below what he did to connect with others while in the freshmen mentoring
program:
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I think the [mentoring program] gave me…I guess, a way to commune or gather
with other freshmen who were going through similar experiences. So…I now
know two or three people from campus. They were participants in the [mentoring
program]. That’s how we met. Whenever I needed certain information, that’s
when I would text, or I can call them and they can put me in the right direction.
And that gives you a sense of security. I guess when you’re with a group of
people that go through similar experiences…it kind of unites you guys.
David noted his involvement in a few organizations, including a brief stint in
Project Empowerment. He insisted that his involvement with Alpha Kappa Psi was most
influential to his persistence. He described how his experience with Alpha Kappa Psi is
shaping his success as a college student:
The organization I was gonna mention was Alpha Kappa Psi. It’s a professional
business fraternity. I joined that one two years ago. This is my second term as
vice-president of administration. [I] pretty much have many duties. As far as
overseeing our officers, and all our committees. And pretty much making sure all
our paperwork is in order. With me having that position, I knew I had to elevate
the way I did things. I knew I had to be on time. I knew I had to have good
grades because I’m in a leadership role. So with me being a leader, I have to
continue to grow as a person, and continue to grow as a leader.
David’s involvement with Alpha Kappa Psi not only developed his leadership skills, it
also transformed his philosophy around timeliness and earning high academic grades; a
few of many important facets of persisting and being successful in higher education. Tim
was also positively shaped by his experience in Alpha Kappa Psi. Though he did not

112

discuss how the organization shaped his persistence, he did state that it helped him to
“become a better leader,” and taught him the “value of networking in the business
world.” Jordan did not participate in any campus-based organizations, but noted his past
affiliation as a member of Phi Alpha Theta, a history honor society. Wayne also did not
participate in campus-based organizations, but felt that his volunteer work as a court
appointed special advocate was the gateway for entry into future employment
opportunities.
Summary of theme 5. The findings from this theme illustrated how engaging in
campus-based organizations supports persistence among African American men. Most of
the participants acknowledged being affiliated with at least one campus-based
organization, while some were involved in many organizations. Some of the men held
leadership roles in their respective organizations. Seventy-two percent of the men found
common ground through participating in Project Empowerment, citing how the culture of
this organization was most influential to their persistence. In addition to their
participation, Isaac, Arnold, Mike, and Chris in particular found solace in being involved
with Project Empowerment. They delighted in being part of a communal space that was
responsive to their ethnic identity; and nurtured their determinations to persist and be
successful in higher education. The findings from this section support the need for
predominantly white institutions to develop ethnic-based student organizations with
components that support student persistence.
Connecting with minority faculty and staff. The research literature is rich with
evidence suggesting that student engagement with faculty and staff is critical to their
persistence (Nettles, 1988; Stage & Hossler, 2000; Strayhorn, 2008). Faculty and staff
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member relationships were important to the participants in this study because they served
as role models and provided guidance for shaping their persistence. The findings
revealed that for some of the participants, their interaction with ethnic minority faculty or
staff supports the value of persisting in higher education and earning a degree. Three of
the men in this study expressed having meaningful interactions or relationships with at
least one ethnic minority faculty member. One participant acknowledged engaging in
meaningful ways with essential program staff. The following section discusses how
connecting with ethnic minority faculty or staff shape the way these four men persist in
higher education.
Jordan discussed his interactions with minority professors in his history and
African American studies programs. He stated,
Dr. [name omitted]. I just took him spring semester. I went to talk to him one on
one. And you know, let him know what my interest was. And he told me what I
should do, when I should do it, [and] how I should do it. As to what [graduate]
schools I should possibly look at. He was very open and saw the interest that I
had for going further than receiving a higher degree than a bachelor’s.
This professor was sage in his counsel in helping Jordan transition into the graduate
education pipeline; perhaps giving Jordan a clear motive for persisting. A female
minority professor served in a similar capacity for Jordan, helping him to understand
what he has to “go through when [he] gets into a graduate program.” Jordan gravitated
toward connecting with the minority professors in his department. He acknowledged
having frequent and positive interactions with his Caucasian professors; citing that his
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relationship with these faculty members was similar and important to his college
experience.
Of the men in this study, Jordan most frequently interacted with faculty who are
ethnic minorities. Mike pointed out the scarcity of minority professors in his department,
stating “it’s not a lot of minority faculty that I have to teach [my] classes. Everybody else
I think is White.” Despite the faculty composition, Mike initiated outreach to the
minority professor who taught his world geography class. He sought to establish a
meaningful relationship by trying to “speak to her every time after class.” He viewed his
networking as opportune for securing cultural capital in the form of recommendation
letters that may be useful for future employment or internships. Mike expressed comfort
with engaging his professor in a professional manner, asserting that he is here to “make
progress” and “pursue a degree.” He feels establishing a positive rapport will positively
impact his persistence in higher education, and affect future opportunities.
Isaac acknowledged struggling in some of his art classes; and partly criticized his
Caucasian professors for being indifferent to his creativity. He admitted in his interview
that for a moment, their apathy [my emphasis] had overshadowed the confidence he
always had in his artistic abilities. Later encouragement from the only African American
male professor prompted his resiliency, informing his mindset that he “wasn’t planning
on giving up.” Isaac described how meaningful his interaction was with this particular
professor:
In my college career, I barely had any minority teachers except for one. He
looked at my work and said ‘you know…you have very good potential. I can see
that?’ And when I told him my situation that they’re [White professors] not
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helping me at all, he helped me. He said, ‘I really want you to achieve your goal.’
So he really did help me out. He said I just have to push harder. So he inspired
me to continue on. He gave me hope that there are some people like him out there
who’s gonna try to help me in the future when I try to continue in my art program.
That encouraged me, and it helped me to keep going.
Isaac’s professor did more than inspired him to persist and “keep going.” The connection
helped mold Isaac’s creativity, while assisting him to “understand his thought process
about art.”
Unlike Jordan, Isaac, and Mike, Tony had not had any meaningful connections or
interactions with ethnic minority faculty members. He does frequently interact with staff
members from the Office of Student Support Services (SSS); which he stated that “the
majority of the staff over there are minorities.” Aside from receiving academic support
and guidance from his counselor, Tony is privileged to serve in this office as a student
worker. He commented on how his involvement with this context supports the way he
persists in higher education:
Well, they [SSS staff] interact with me every day. They talk to me. See how I’m
doing in school. My counselor…he makes sure I’m doing everything…doing
well academically. They deal with students all the time, and we’re supposed to be
able to talk to them about anything. Any issues that we have as far as academics.
Or any personal problems. Knowing that you have someone to talk to. Knowing
that you have someone pushing you towards not giving up and towards
completing your goal of getting a four-year degree, or continuing further beyond
that.
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Tony illustrated the role this office plays in providing personal and academic support,
which inevitably shapes student persistence. It is evident that he benefits from spending
much time in this space, and seems to take comfort in knowing that others from this
office are there to guide his academic path and help him achieve his goals.
Summary of theme 6. The findings from this theme clarified the importance for
African American men to initiate and maintain connections with ethnically diverse
faculty or staff. Three of the men in this study demonstrated how connecting with faculty
can lead to cultural capital and other resources to be successful in college (Allen, 2010).
For instance, Jordan’s capital came in the form of knowledge about what can be done to
facilitate his transition into graduate school. Yet for these men, the ongoing levels of
engagement they had with their professors sparked them each to commit to their higher
education trajectories. Tony, on the other hand, demonstrated how frequent interaction
with staff members in his student success program supports his persistence and life-long
learning. This level of interaction reinforces the idea that sustained relationships with
academic staff are critical to persisting in higher education (Strayhorn, 2008).
Predictably, the majority of men in this study contended having no meaningful
connections or interactions with faculty or staff from any background. While any amount
of faculty or staff engagement is beneficial to student persistence, studies have found that
African American student engagement with ethnic minority staff is more significant to
their persistence (Strayhorn, 2008). This shows the need for educational policy designed
to attract and retain more minority faculty and staff on predominantly white campuses.
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Summary of Findings from Research Question 1
The first section of this chapter provided findings and insights into how African
American men persist in higher education at a predominantly white institution. The first
theme revealed how access to pre-college curricula fostered academic preparation for
college, and how having access helped students meet the scholarly demands stemming
from the higher education experience.
The resulting themes shed light on the weight of non-cognitive factors in
influencing college persistence among African American men. These latter themes
highlighted elements related to encouragement, motivation, educational aspirations, and
engagement with campus organizations and academic personnel. The findings produced
in relation to themes also corroborated earlier findings that background and college
experiences were more meaningful to how African American students persist in higher
education (D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993).
Surprisingly, the men in this study did not encounter nor observe personal
experiences of racism from faculty, staff, or other students. Despite their personal
experiences, racism is likely to exist on the campus of MSSC. The prevalence of racism
on any predominantly white campus is a threat to the learning environment, and could
likely hinder the course of persistence for African American men and other marginalized
racial minority populations. Higher education administrators are responsible for
promoting an environment that promotes the retention of African American men on their
campuses.
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Obstacles in the Educational Path
The second section discusses the findings that support the second research
question, “How do African American male undergraduate students overcome obstacles in
their education paths at a predominantly white institution?” Analyzing critical incident
reports led to the emergence of a single theme, “Determined to overcome obstacles.”
This specific theme is shaped by the inherent personological and psychological factors
that compel the participants to navigate their pathways toward graduation, regardless of
pending or real obstructions. Table 7 portrays this emerged theme in relation to the
second research question. A summary of findings from this research question will be
presented subsequent to the discussion of this theme.

Table 7
Theme - Research Question 2
Theme

Data Collection Method

7. Determined to overcome obstacles

Critical incident reports

Determined to overcome obstacles. Persisting toward a bachelor’s degree is the
ultimate goal for all, if not most undergraduate students. In their own ways, the
participants in this study shared how persisting in college leads them to their goal of
earning a bachelor’s degree. Also for these participants, their college journeys were
marked by one or more obstacles inhibiting them from achieving their educational goals.
When asked to identify these obstacles, six of the men mentioned prioritizing and
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balancing responsibilities as a known challenge they had to overcome. Tim and Wayne
expressed concerns about paying for their education so that they can maintain the course
of their persistence. The other three men cited obstacles that were also hindering, but
unique to their own experiences. The following section explains these obstacles, and
describes how the men were determined to overcome these obstacles.
Prioritizing and balancing responsibilities. The findings from this theme
showed that more than half the men were hindered because of difficulties in prioritizing
and balancing different responsibilities. Tony admitted to expending the vast majority of
his time engaging in the social milieu of campus, and little time focusing on his
intellectual development. He later became cognizant of the negative impact over
engagement had on his persistence, and committed to manage his time more wisely.
Tony wrote this on his critical incident form:
After I realized this [over engagement in social activities] was an obstacle, I
started setting a bedtime for myself to make sure I was well rested every day.
And that helped me to focus more on my academics than hanging out with friends
and partying.
Tony made a conscious decision to rededicate himself to his intellectual pursuits, and
lessening his involvement in social activities. One would not argue that this choice,
combined with an actuation other factors, will keep Tony on course to persist toward
graduation.
Chris reported having poor college study habits in his early college experience.
He admitted that studying and preparing for class were not his main concerns, and that he
“really didn’t have time for nothing else but the gym.” Chris attributed his attitude to the
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experiences he had in high school. He said that “in high school, we didn’t have to study
for long periods of time because things were done within a week’s time frame.” Through
the natural progression of maturing in college, Chris showed fortitude to “devote time to
studying and time to learn the [academic] material at hand.” His decision to improve his
study habits and the way he learns did not occur overnight, though. He insisted that it
took different periods of “looking in the mirror” for him to “change and break the habit”
[of not making education a priority].
During the course of his whole college experience, Jordan struggled to negotiate
working full-time and being a full-time student. He plainly stated, “Trying to maintain a
GPA [grade point average] that is worthy enough for graduate schools to look at and
working a full-time job has been an obstacle over these four years by itself.” Jordan
noted that his biggest obstacle manifested prior to his graduation from MSSC. This is the
example he gave on his critical incident form:
I would say that an obstacle occurred last semester during my first online class. I
was taking my first online course and it wasn’t difficult but it was more so time
management. I made the course more difficult that it should have been. I was
unaware that we had deadlines for certain things to be turned in. And I must
admit that my mind was on a trip that I had planned for spring break to Cancun. I
did not start my coursework in that class until after spring break, but it was before
I left that gave me a wake-up call. I realized that when I came back from Cancun
that I had to quit procrastinating and buckle down and turn my weakness into
strength. I got off work at 11:30 p.m. every night. And I know I stayed up many
nights trying to catch up in that class because I was so behind to my own fault.
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But no matter how bad I wanted to quit, I would always hear my mother telling
me, ‘Do what you have to do so you can do what you want to do.” And I wanted
an A+ in the class. Although I did not earn an A+, I received a B+. But it was an
obstacle that I am happy to say that I made it through.
Jordan’s example illustrates the fundamental lessons that college students need around
time management and staying focused. Fortunately, his determination to “buckle down”
in his online class resulted in his relative success in the course. It seems that Jordan
maintained his spirit of determination, as he persisted forward and achieved his goal of
earning a bachelor’s degree. Jordan’s experience, and the outcome of his experience, will
likely transform the way he views persisting in graduate school.
David also was burdened with working full-time and attending school full-time.
He shared Jordan’s dilemma with trying to earn a high grade point average, and manage
work responsibilities. In his critical incident report, David expressed dissatisfaction from
earning a 1.71 GPA in a past semester. He attributed his low grade point average to the
challenges of managing multiple obligations of work and school. He wrote, “My main
reason for my poor grades was my heavy work load. I was working over 40 hours a
week, was heavily involved in my business fraternity Alpha Kappa Psi, while being a full
time student.” Despite his challenges, and what appeared to be a dismal trajectory for
David, he committed the following semester to improve his grades. He noted the
outcome of his efforts: “Last semester, I was able to raise my GPA from a 1.7 to 3.2. I
intend on continuing to raise my GPA and making the Dean’s List this upcoming
semester.” The considerable progress that David made speaks to his unwavering
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determination to persist in higher education. It also tells of his capacity to overcome
unanticipated hindrances in his educational path.
Like Jordan and David, Skinner struggled to manage full-time work and school
responsibilities. While he felt academically prepared for college, he expressed particular
difficulties with not knowing how to access campus resources for being a successful
student. Here is what he said about this dilemma:
I believe the most difficult problem that I have encountered while transitioning to
college from high school is understanding how to effectively utilize the resources
available. During my first semester, I had to grasp the concept that it was my
responsibility to go seek the information that was necessary for success in my
classes. This meant that I had to meet constantly with my instructors outside of
class if I did not completely understand the material or what was expected of me
as a student. I also spent countless hours in ESP [Educational Support Program]
labs and writing labs on campus.
In the midst of progressing across his educational trajectory, Skinner overcame his
problem by learning how to seek help and access resources for doing well in college. He
noted that “figuring out how to balance [his] time” helped in prioritizing tasks and
responsibilities associated with work and school.
Arnold remains in limbo about how to be successful in college and raise a young
son. He discussed briefly this dilemma in his critical incident report, and conveyed his
determination to persist in college. He wrote,
I experienced an obstacle that allowed me to be more aware of how important my
education is to the rest of my life. The obstacle was and still is to provide for my
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son while I’m in college. I knew that when I found out I had a son on the way
that I didn’t want to work while I was in school [college]. I thought to myself,
‘How am I going to go to school and take care of a child?’ I still haven’t
overcome this obstacle. I make it a priority to do what I can for him when I can
for him. So far, it has worked. Hopefully, it will continue to work as he grows
and gets older. As a determined college student, I plan to not let this obstacle
stand in the way of receiving my college degree.
Despite his reality, Arnold perceives his obligation of raising a son as threatening to his
college persistence. On the other hand, he is resolute in managing dual responsibilities
and achieving his goals. As gleaned from his interview data, Arnold’s mother and his
child’s mother is available to help rear his son; allowing Arnold to focus more on
persisting toward a college degree.
Paying for college. Tim and Wayne spoke about how financial hardships almost
hindered their capacity to continue their education. Near the end of his educational
experience, Tim learned that he was “on the verge of reaching the limit for financial aid.”
This concerned him because of his dependency on using past refunds for textbooks and
other educational expenses. Understandably, Tim was more apprehensive about not
finishing up his final semester due to financial aid ineligibility; and because of his
parent’s inability to provide financial assistance to pay for tuition. In coping with this
obstacle, Tim wrote:
I had to search for employment through work study and pray to God that I would
still be able to buy textbooks before falling too far behind in my classes. This
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experience taught me humility, because I was forced to step outside of my
comfort and talk to people for assistance with my situation.
For Tim, stepping outside the box and trusting his faith speaks to the longing he
has to graduate from college. He clarified this desire best when he stated, “I am going to
graduate in May with a bachelor’s degree in international business and Spanish minor.”
Wayne also expressed concern about paying for college. He stated that prior to the fall
2012 semester,
I’ve always received Pell Grants to cover a large portion of my college tuition.
But since both of my sisters are graduating in August, I will not be receiving one
for my final year I college. Therefore, I have to pay a large portion of my tuition
out of my pocket. It’s certainly an obstacle, but I have the will and dedication to
overcome it.
Wayne is employed full-time, and presumably has the capacity to cover all, or some of
any tuition balance. As noted, he is committed to paying his educational expenses;
especially since he views persisting in college and earning a degree as a “once in a
lifetime experience.
Other/different obstacles. Not all of the participants in this study cited balancing
responsibilities and paying for educational expenses as obstacles in their educational
paths. Three of the men cited hindrances that were unique to their personal experiences.
Mike was the only participant who expressed an instance related to interpersonal
relationships. He cited difficulties getting along with his roommate, but was able to
resolve the issue by moving into an apartment with his own room and space.
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Wesley described how he grieved and coped with the death of his best friend from
his hometown in 2010. Subsequent to his loss, Wesley pondered many things, including
whether to go home and attend his funeral. His interview data substantiated that he did
not attend, believing that he would not return to MSSC and continue his college
education. Wesley wrote on his critical incident form how he managed to remain focused
on his education while coping with his friend’s death.
When it finally set in with me that he was gone, I had a talk with God and asked
him to keep me focused. My prayers were answered. Although for some time, I
appeared fine on the outside but was hurting on the inside. Eventually the pain
went away and I believe his sprit became a part of me. I maintained involvement
on campus and gained a clear understanding [of] how precious life is.
At the core of dealing with his dreadful experience was Wesley’s trust in God. His faith
helped him refocus his energy, and ease his transition back into the fabric of campus life.
Isaac related his experience of being denied formal admissions to his graphic
design program. He described this obstacle in his critical incident report, and noted the
impact this obstacle has on his immediate educational goal:
Everything was going well until I was ready to start classes in my major. In this
school, you have to prove that your art work is worthy to start Graphic Design
courses. Twice I was rejected and it is really concerning me at this point, almost
forcing me to change to another major and pushing me back from my graduation
day. This was my biggest obstacle and still is now. I really like art in general and
it fascinates me, but this obstacle is blocking me from getting a B.F.A.

126

Despite this barrier, Isaac’s passion for art keeps him grounded, and optimistic about his
matriculation into the Graphic Design program. He wrote this in summing up his
determination to overcome this obstacle and achieve his educational goals:
The way I’m working to get this obstacle out of my way is by finding out what
the art department is looking for and go straight at it. If that does not work, I will
create a major similar to Graphic Design and get my degree there. I do not let
obstacles like this threaten my dreams or my life, that’s the person I am and have
always been.
Summary of theme 7. The findings from this emerged theme point to the
inevitable obstacles that African American men must confront in their educational
experiences. More than half the participants in this study cited hindrances related to
managing their time and prioritizing responsibilities. In these cases, academic difficulties
and having to negotiate other life responsibilities (i.e., work or family) while in school
were pivotal for these men to consciously decide the need to better manage their time and
balance their responsibilities. Two of the men were concerned about graduating in their
last semesters because they lacked finances to cover their educational expenses; reporting
that they’ve reached their financial aid limit. Conscious of their educational goals, these
men viewed income from employment as a way to manage this concern. Tim in
particular, also relied on his faith in God to help in endure the temporary crisis. Four of
the men noted obstacles different from those commonly identified. Similarly, these men
articulated resolves to overcome presenting challenges with the intent of maintaining the
course of their educational persistence.
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Summary of Findings from Research Question 2
The second section of this chapter produced findings and insights into how
African American men overcome obstacles in their educational paths at a predominantly
white institution. Table 8 generally represents the obstacles as gleaned from the critical
incident reports. As a whole, the participants were determined to overcome their
perceived or real obstacles that impede their persistence. When discussing obstacles, six
participants were determined to prioritize and balance responsibilities. Two of the men
were resolute in finding a way to pay for their education, so they can continue persisting
in college. Last, three of the participants described how they were determined to
overcome obstacles unique to their personal experiences. The findings produced in
relation to this research question and resulting theme exemplify how attending to major
obstacles could be detrimental to the goals that African American men have for persisting
and earning a bachelor’s degree. This implicates the need for educators to commit
themselves to helping African American men navigate their higher education
experiences.
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Table 8
Educational Obstacles

Participant

Balancing
Responsibilities

Paying for College

X

Wesley
Tony

X

Wayne
Chris
Jordan

X
X
X

Isaac
David
Arnold
Skinner

X
X
X
X

Mike

X

Tim
Total

Other Obstacles

X
6

2
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Chapter 6
Conclusions and Implications
The purpose of this research study was to understand how African American male
undergraduate students persist at a predominantly white institution. The study sought to
understand the knowledge, resources, and attitudes that African American men have for
negotiating their college experiences toward a bachelor’s degree. This chapter
summarizes the study, and also discusses the findings in relation to the study’s research
questions. The chapter will conclude with implications and suggestions that might be
useful for fostering persistence among African American men.
Summary of the Study
In recent years, there has been considerable discourse on the status of African
American students in higher education. Much of this discussion centers on the
confounding problem of low persistence among African American male undergraduates
(Harper, 2012; Jackson & Moore, 2006; Schwartz & Washington, 2002). Flowers (20042005) mentioned that the problem could be addressed with scholarship analyzing the
trajectories that African American men take toward a college degree.
Mindful of this problem, Harper (2012) set out to document the experiences of
African American men who have successfully persisted and graduated from college. He
did this to counter the scholarly narratives associated with low retention and failed
persistence among African American men, particularly at predominantly white
institutions. Despite Harper’s work to re-conceptualize the position of African American
men in higher education, there remains a critical undertaking for additional research, with
potential implications for discovering strategies that enhance their persistence. Like
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Harper, the intent of this study was to present findings from a case of African American
men already demonstrating what it might take to persist in college; and to consider
strategies useful for promoting their persistence.
Qualitative research methods were employed to analyze the lived experiences of
African American men persisting at a predominantly white institution. A case study
approach using a semi-structured interview protocol (see Appendix B) and a critical
incident tool (see Appendix A) were beneficial for collecting and analyzing data. These
methods, in particular, help researchers to understand how people make meaning of their
experiences (Merriam, 2009). Essentially, meaningful experiences are created and
constructed through the voices of the participants. In this study, there was particular
interest in retelling information that allowed for understanding of how African American
men persist in higher education.
A purposeful sampling technique (Creswell, 2007) was useful for identifying the
11 African American male undergraduates for this study. This approach allowed me to
conduct semi-structured interviews with each participant, with the intent of exploring and
understanding their persisting journeys at a predominantly white institution. Following
data collection, the interviews were transcribed verbatim, and then coded for analysis,
generating six themes related to the first research question of this study. The sampling
approach further allowed me to employ the critical incident technique for ascertaining
perceptual information related to how participants manage and overcome barriers in their
educational paths. The data from these reports were also reviewed and coded, producing
an individual theme stemming from the second research question. The overall findings
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produced from analyzing these data were driven by two research question, which guided
this study:
1. How do African American male undergraduate students persist in higher
education at a predominantly white institution?
2. How do African American male undergraduate students overcome obstacles
in their educational paths at a predominantly white institution?
The participants identified a combination of factors illustrating how they persist in higher
education, and also addressed in their critical incident reports the obstacles they
encountered in their educational paths. The participant responses for answering both
research questions are summarized below, and organized in sequence around the emerged
themes from this study.
Discussion of Findings
How do African American male undergraduate students persist in higher
education at a predominantly white institution? For some of the participants, taking
advanced placement courses in high school positively impacted their persistence in
college. The findings signify that exposure to a rigorous curriculum in high school
enhanced these participants’ abilities to perform well in college courses; thus increasing
their self-efficacies to succeed in higher education. This finding is enhanced by the
mounting literature on self-efficacy, which offers psychological explanations for how
students persist in higher education. For instance, Bean (2005) noted that the selfefficacious student in education is convinced in their ability to accomplish academic
tasks, and achieve the goals they set for themselves. Given Bean’s explanation, exposure
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to advanced placement courses likely instills a high degree of confidence; for which
being poised, is in part, indicative of persisting African American men.
Inherently, participants who were exposed to a rigorous college curriculum in
high school have relative advantages in being academically prepared for college;
especially since preparedness makes a difference in how college students traverse their
educational trajectories (Educational Policy Institute, 2003; Schwartz & Washington,
2002; Strayhorn, 2008). While academic preparedness is significant to college
persistence, non-cognitive factors were understood to better explain persistence among
African American men (D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993; Townsend, 1994). For
instance, the men in this study were persisting in part because of individuals who
encouraged or inspired their persistence. The men mostly identified family members and
peers who inspired them to maintain their trajectories and achieve their educational goals.
Mainly, these individuals were significant to the men because of the emotional and social
support they offered for shaping their development, and for aiming to be successful in
college.
Recent findings from Barton and Coley (2010) suggest that employment
opportunities are greater for African American men with a college degree, than for
African American men with only a high school diploma. This presumption barely
overshadows one of the present findings from this study; that more than four-fifths of the
participants were driven to persist because of better employment opportunities after
earning a degree. Given that better employment opportunities was reported by more than
80 percent of the men, the finding also suggests that participants learned lessons that
acquiring formal education beyond high school leads to greater flexibility in choosing a
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desired occupation or profession. In fact, many of the men gave examples that tied
earning a bachelor’s degree or advanced educational credentials to specific career goals.
For instance, Wayne realized that persisting in college will help him to make the
transition into graduate school, and achieve his long-term goal of becoming an industrial
and organizational psychologist. In addition to employment options, a few of the men
related their persistence and subsequent degree attainment to wanting to make a
difference in the life of others, and also for not wanting to become a statistic. David and
Mike articulated the latter motivation not only as a way to illustrate a justification for
persisting, but also to reject the stereotypes associated with negative outcomes of African
American males in education and society.
As echoed throughout this research, the participants in this study are inspired to
persist and earn a bachelor’s degree. They seem to understand how having aspirations
and goals relate to persisting in higher education (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005;
Strayhorn, 2008). They voiced specifically an aspiration to earn at least one educational
credential beyond a bachelor’s degree. Strayhorn (2008) emphasized that for African
American men, having graduate school aspirations are critical to their college persistence.
In fact, the mere ponder these men hold for attending graduate school, whether during
their formative years or in higher education, has some effect on their persisting behaviors.
Tony exemplified “pondering” in view of the foresight he had in high school to
become a dentist. In theory, as long as Tony maintains this aspiration during the course
of his college experience, the more likely he is to persist and move toward actualizing his
goals. Shifting from theoretical lenses to practice, Strayhorn (2008) and Johnson and
Johnson (1999) would advise educators and professionals to take a sensible approach in
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nurturing Tony’s aspiration for ensuring his success. In an auspicious way, Tony is
surrounded by professional higher education staff that is available to foster his
persistence and cultivate his aspiration.
Kuk and Manning (2010) mentioned that students involved in campus-based
organizations are more likely to persist in college. The present study gave an idea about
the participants’ level of involvement in campus-based organizations. Implicit are
findings showing that participants involved in these organizations had opportunities to
build their character, enhance their leadership skills, and partake in the campus
community in different ways. In this study, these opportunities were more common for
participants involved in ethnic-based organizations. Mike and Chris’ involvement in an
ethnic-based organization was important for them to bridge the cultural gap between their
predominantly white campus and their home environments (Padilla et al., 1997). They
found particular comfort through their involvement with Project Empowerment, an
ethnic-based student support organization offering activities and resources to enhance
member persistence. The organization also thrives on the concept of “brothers’ keeper.”
Mike views this concept as a fitting to Project Empowerment, given that “people call [it]
an unofficial fraternity.”
More important to this study is how organizational involvement can provide
African American men with meaningful opportunities to engage and interact with campus
stakeholders; namely those functioning as gatekeepers for helping students navigate
successfully their college experiences. Wesley reported how his student involvement and
leadership on campus led to connecting with peers from other organizations, and higher
education administrators; notably the university president and two other members from
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the president’s leadership team. In many ways, these connections allow African
American men to gain access to capital (Allen, 2010), which are useful for shaping their
persistence (Berger, 2000).
While the findings from this study illustrate the advantages of student
involvement in campus-based organizations, it remains unrealistic for some African
American men to engage in these social structures. The reality, as depicted by Kasworm
(2003), is that many students already struggle to negotiate major responsibilities, such as
work, raising children, or serving as important figures in the broader community. This
yields the need for administrators to acknowledge the changing demographic of college
students within their respective institutions; and to formulate best practices that would
ensure sufficient integration into the academic and social realms of the institution.
Many of the participants in this study realized how meaningful their interactions
with faculty and staff were to their persistence. A few of the men spent time with ethnic
minority professors who were willing to support their persistence across both
undergraduate and graduate education pipelines. These professors provided a sense of
comfort and allowed the men to feel relaxed during the course of their formal and
informal interactions. Jordan acknowledged the importance of connecting with faculty,
regardless of their racial or ethnic background. He evidenced this by initiating his own
interactions with a few Caucasian professors in his department. Isaac had a momentous
encounter with an African American male professor in his major field of study. Isaac
found the professor to be an inspiring soul who encouraged him to achieve his goal and to
not give up; particularly in the midst of what Isaac perceived as hostility and hazing from
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his Caucasian professors. Last, Tony finds his interactions with the professional staff
from Student Support Services as beneficial, because they “push” him toward his goals.
How do African American male undergraduate students overcome obstacles
in their educational paths at a predominantly white institution? The participants’
personal experiences led them to identify obstacles for persisting in higher education.
They expressed a variety of obstacles, and addressed how they overcame, or are
managing these obstacles in the midst of their educational experiences. They reported
concerns related to prioritizing and balancing responsibilities, not having adequate
funding to pay for educational experiences, and a variety of other personal hindrance both
meaningful, yet threatening their persistence. The findings show that some of the
participants are responsible for bringing the obstacles upon themselves. For example,
during his early college experience, Tony acknowledged being more preoccupied with
the social facets of college, rather than on academic pursuits.
The findings also show how participants incur obstacles because of inequities or
inconsistencies in educational practices or public policies. Chris, for instance, voiced
specific concerns about how his poor study habits inhibited his capacity to prioritize and
balance responsibilities. He said that his high school did not teach him good study skills
for being successful in college. Chris’ belief likely speaks to the notion that public
schools are failing to invest in resources that could benefit African American students
(Holzman, 2010). The financial hardships that Tim and Wayne endured are likely the
result of the growing cost of college, and simultaneous decreases in the amount of grantaid offered to college students (Black & Huelsman, 2012; Gupton et al., 2009). For Tim
in particular, his background as a low-income student presents a greater challenge for his
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persistence; given that low income students are less likely to endure college because of a
lack of finances (Leppel, 2002). Despite the variety of concerns, the men in this study
made important, yet, conscious decisions around managing or overcoming obstacles in
their educational paths. Their decisions illustrate the value they have for education, and
the commitments they hold for earning a college degree.
Implications and Suggestions
The findings from this study suggest a number of ways that higher education
faculty, administrators, and staff can promote persistence among African American men
at predominantly white institutions. First, higher education staff and other personnel
should promptly identify those African American men at-risk for social adjustment and
academic problems. Examining GPA, SAT scores, or background information can
permit staff to engage the at-risk male in programs such as Summer Bridge or other early
intervention programs. These programs help students transition from high school to
college by offering academic classes, mentoring, and relationship building during the
summer before college. Although program goals vary, the aim is usually to enhance
college readiness and improve retention through academic and social enrichment
programs (Kezar, 2003-2004).
This study found that cognitive factors were less significant to how African
American men persist in higher education. This warrants the need for faculty,
administrators, and staff at predominantly white institutions to learn more about the
student’s personal culture, background, and other circumstances. This could be done by
perusing academic program entry or admissions materials. Also, an institutional practice
or formal program could be established using faculty and staff to frequently engage with
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African American men in formal or informal academic and social programs; or through
other campus activities.
The study on the whole demonstrated that non-cognitive factors better explain
persistence among African American men. For instance, the men in this study credited
their persistence to the encouragement and support offered by family members and peers.
Higher education personnel should take the time to understand the roles that family and
other sources of support play in sharping African American male persistence. Not only
does this have a positive impact on the educational trajectories of these students, but it
opens up the door for deeper relationship between students, their families, and faculty
and staff.
The men in this study identified different motivations for persisting in higher
education. They generally tied their motivations to securing future employment, and to
transition into the graduate school pipeline. Professional staff should be available to
connect African American men with other people, or through activities that can nurture
these aspirations. Settings or activities could include the following: academic learning
centers, social activities or spaces that center on giving advice or exchanging ideas,
formal seminars that support how to negotiate persistence in the undergraduate and
graduate education pipelines, or individual and group meetings with career counselors.
These activities not only enhance persistence, but they can ensure that students transition
smoothly into desired occupational or educational settings of their choice.
The findings from this study show how involvement in campus-based
organizations aid in persistence; which are consistent with earlier findings from
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005), that African American men involved in the social
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context of campus are more likely to persist. The specific finding related to African
American men involvement in ethnic-based organizations support the way these men
retain their ethnic identity at a predominantly white institution. Higher education
personnel at predominantly white institutions must be strategic in involving African
American men early in ethnic-based student organizations, since their involvement
significantly enhances their persistence.
Connecting and developing relationships with minority faculty and staff is
important to African American male persistence. Some of the men had opportunities to
have meaningful interactions with their minority professors and professional academic
staff. These interactions were helpful for participants to stay focused on earning their
degree. The majority of participants had little to no interaction with minority faculty.
This speaks to the shortage of minority faculty (especially African American faculty) on
predominantly white campuses; and implicates the need to formulate policies for
recruiting additional faculty and retaining them. Importantly, the presence of minority
faculty could allow African American men to have positive role models they can identify
with; which ultimately shapes their persistence in higher education.
Inevitably, the participants in this study encountered obstacles in their education
paths. They provided evidence of their thinking and determination to manage and
overcome these obstacles. Given the capabilities and resilience of African American
men, higher education leaders should have an array of campus and off-campus resources
available for students to access. Aside from academic and psychological resources,
institutions should offer resources that link students to deal with financial crises, one of
the reasons given for failed student persistence. Services and resources should be driven
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by sensible policy to ensure adequate measures on the effectiveness of these services and
resources; and to demonstrate that students are managing and overcoming their obstacles.
Conclusion
The intent of this study was to explore how African American men persist at
predominantly white institutions. The study particularly considered how these men
employed the knowledge, resources, and attitudes to successful navigate their educational
journey. The findings on a whole, and as delineated in chapter 1, suggest that persistence
centers on a student’s desire to remain in college until graduation. This entails how the
findings are linked to ideas related to support, aspiration, engagement, and determination.
The finding should serve as a model to assist faculty, staff, and administrators in
promoting persistence among African American male undergraduates. In summary, this
study serves as a source of data for young African American men with college aspirations
to learn and understand what it takes to persist and be successful in higher education.
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Appendix A
Critical Incident Instrument/Form
In reflecting on your experiences as a student at this university, think about a specific
time when you experienced an obstacle in your path toward a bachelor’s degree.
In 1-2 short paragraphs, please describe that experience:




What was the obstacle?
What were you thinking you should/could do to move past this obstacle?
How (if at all) did you overcome this obstacle?

Thank you for completing this critical incident! Your time and participation are very
much appreciated.
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Appendix B
Interview Protocol

Research Question #1
How do African American male undergraduate students persist in higher education at a
predominantly white institution?
1. Thinking back to your high school experiences, do you feel that your high school
prepared you for the academic demands of college? If yes, in what ways? If no, then
why not?
2. Tell me about the extracurricular activities (clubs, organizations, sports, etc.) that you
were a part of in high school.
3. Did you participate in any college preparatory or summer bridge programs prior to
attending college? If so, tell me about your experiences in these programs.
4. What led you to enroll in college?
Probes:
A. What values or knowledge did family members instill in you regarding
enrolling and being successful in college?
B. What values or knowledge did high school staff instill in you regarding
enrolling and being successful in college?
5. How would you describe your mother’s educational background?
6. How would you describe your father’s educational background?
7. Describe for me your educational goals.
8. Describe for me your career or occupational goals.
9. Tell me about those individuals who encouraged your success in college.
10. What drives you to be successful in college?
11. What campus-based student organizations are you involved in? How do these
organizations help you make progress in college?
12. What extracurricular activities on campus are you involved in? How do these
activities help you make progress in college?
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13. Are you involved in a Greek-lettered fraternity? If so, how does your fraternity help
you make progress in college?
14. How often do you interact with minority faculty/staff at this university?
Probe:
A. How have these interactions influenced you to do well as a college student?
16. Tell me about the satisfaction of your experiences as a college student at this
university.
Research Question #2
How do African American male undergraduate students overcome obstacles in their
educational paths at a predominantly white institution?
17. What are some of the things that you believe have stood/are currently standing in
your way of making progress toward a bachelor’s degree?
18. What has helped/could help you to make more progress along the way?
Open-Question
19. If you were invited to speak to a group of African American male high school
students with aspirations to attend college, what advice would you offer them for being
successful in college?
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Appendix C
Profile Questionnaire

1. What is your age? __________

2. How many semester hours have you earned to date? __________

3. What is/are your major(s)? ____________________

4. What is/are your minor(s)? ____________________

5. What is/are your goal(s) upon graduating from college?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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Appendix D
Consent Form
Consent to Participate in a Research Study
Navigating the Path toward Graduation: A Qualitative Case Study of African American
Male Persistence at a Predominantly White Institution

WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
You have been invited to take part in a research study about how African American male
undergraduate students make progress or “persist” toward a bachelor’s degree in higher
education. You were invited to take part in this research because you meet the study’s predetermined criteria. If you volunteer to take part in this study, you will be one of about one of 12
African American men at the [college/university redacted] to do.

WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Lamont Simmons in the Department of Leadership at the
[college/university redacted]. He is being guided in this research by Dr. Jeffrey Wilson, Assistant
Professor and advisor in the Department of Leadership. There may be other people on the
research team assisting at different times during the study.

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
By doing this study, the investigator hopes to understand how African American male
undergraduate students make progress toward earning a bachelor’s degree at a predominantly
white university, in addition to understanding the barriers that usually hinder these students from
being successful.
ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?
You could be excluded from this study if you are not currently enrolled at the [college/university
redacted], do not self-identify as an African American/Black male, are under age 18 or over 22,
and have not earned at least 30 semester hours as an undergraduate student at the
[college/university redacted].

WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT LAST?
The research procedures will be conducted at a location to be determined on the
[college/university redacted] campus. You will need to come to this location at least two times.
Each of those visits will take between 1-2 hours. The total amount of time you will be asked to
either volunteer for this study is 4-5 hours over the course of 1 month during the 2012 summer or
fall semesters.
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WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO?

As a participant in this study, you will first be asked to write about a specific experience in 1-2
short paragraphs. This information will be reviewed and discussed briefly prior to the first
interview. During the first interview, you will be asked questions about your experiences related
to how you are progressing toward a bachelor’s degree. In the second interview, you will be
asked to give feedback on the comments and interpretations that the researcher made in the first
interview. There will be 3-4 weeks between the initial interview and the second interview.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of my knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm than you
would experience in everyday life. The research does not involve any procedures that could
cause possible physical harm. You may find some questions asked during the interview to be
upsetting or stressful. If so, I can tell you about some people who may be able to help you with
these feelings.
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will not get any personal benefit from taking part in this study.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer. You will
not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you choose not to volunteer. You can
stop at any time during the study and still keep the benefits and rights you had before
volunteering. As a student, if you decide not to take part in this study, your choice will have no
effect on you academic status or grade in the class.
IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER CHOICES?
If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to take part in the
study.
WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study.
WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
I will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify you to the extent allowed
by law. However, there are some circumstances in which I may have to show your information to
other people. For example, I may be required to show information, which identifies you to people
who need to be sure that I have done the research correctly. These would likely be people from
the [college/university redacted].
Your information will be combined with information from other people taking part in the study.
When I write about the study to share it with other researchers, I will write about the combined
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information that has been gathered. You will not be personally identified in these written
materials. The results of this study may be published, but your name and other identifying
information will be kept private.
Every effort will be made to prevent anyone who is not on the research team from knowing that
you gave information from the critical incident report and interviews. All written documents and
electronic information related to this research will remain secure, and only accessible to the
researcher and his advisor.
CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time that you no
longer want to continue. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in the
study.
The individual conducting the study may need to withdraw you from the study. This may occur if
you are not able to follow the directions they give you, or if they find that your being in the study is
more risk than benefit to you.
ARE YOU PARTICIPATING OR CAN YOU PARTICIPATE IN ANOTHER RESEARCH STUDY
AT THE SAME TIME AS PARTICIPATING IN THIS ONE?
You may take part in this study if you are currently involved in another research study. It is
important to let the investigator know if you are in another research study. You should also
discuss with the investigator before you agree to participate in another research study while you
are enrolled in this study.
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please ask any
questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions, concerns, or
complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator, Lamont Simmons at [number
redacted]. If you have any questions about your rights as a volunteer in this research, contact the
Institutional Review Board staff at the [college/university redacted] at [number redacted]. We will
give you a signed copy of this consent form to take with you.
WHAT IF NEW INFORMATION IS LEARNED DURING THE STUDY THAT MIGHT AFFECT
YOUR DECISION TO PARTICIPATE?
If the researcher learns of new information in regards to this study, and it might change your
willingness to stay in this study, the information will be provided to you. You may also be asked
to sign a new informed consent form if the information is provided to you after you have joined the
study.
What happens to my privacy if I am interviewed?
Your privacy will be protected at all times. Your real name will not be identified on any
documents or other transcripts, and will be replaced by a pseudonym (false name) assigned by
the participant or the researchers.

_________________________________________
Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study
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____________
Date

_________________________________________
Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study
_________________________________________
Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent
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____________
Date

